























PERCIVAL BLAND’S PROXY 7

the property of a lately deceased practitioner.” To judge by the appearance
of the instruments, the practitioner must have commenced practice in his
early youth and died at a very advanced age. They were an uncouth set of
tools, of no value whatever excepting as testimonials to the amazing tenac-
ity of life of our ancestors; but Percival fingered them over according to
his wont, working the handle of a complicated brass syringe and ejecting a
drop of greenish fluid on to the shirtfront of a dressy Hebrew (who requested
him to “point the dam thing at thomeone elth nectht time’), opening
musty leather cases, clicking off spring scarifiers and feeling the edges of
strange, crooked-bladed knives. Then he came upon a largish black box,
which, when he raised the lid, breathed out an ancient and fish-like aroma
and exhibited a collection of bones, yellow, greasy-looking and spotted in
places with mildew. The catalogue described them as “a complete set of
human osteology”’; but they were not an ordinary ‘‘student’s set,” for the
bones of the hands and feet, instead of being strung together on cat-gut,
were united by their original ligaments and were of an unsavoury brown
colour.

“I thay, misther,” expostulated the Hebrew, “shut that bocth. Thmellth
like a blooming inquetht.”

But the contents of the black box seemed to have a fascination for Perci-
val. He looked in at those greasy remnants of mortality, at the brown and
mouldy hands and feet and the skull that peeped forth eerily from the
folds of a flannel wrapping; and they breathed out something more than
that stale and musty odour. A suggestion — vague and general at first, but
rapidly crystallising into distinct shape — seemed to steal out of the black
box into his consciousness; a suggestion that somehow seemed to connect
itself with his estimable cousin Robert.

For upwards of a minute he stood motionless, as one immersed in reverie,
the lid poised in his hand and a dreamy eye fixed on the half-uncovered
skull. A stir in the room roused him. The sale was about to begin. The mem-
bers of the knock-out and other habitués seated themselves on benches
around a long, baize-covered table; the attendants took possession of the
first lots and opened their catalogues as if about to sing an introductory
chorus; and a gentleman with a waxed moustache and a striking resemblance
to his late Majesty, the third Napoleon, having ascended to the rostrum
bespoke the attention of the assembly by a premonitory tap with his
bammer.
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And thus was the curtain rung down on the first act.

The second act opened only a couple of days later, the office of call-boy —
to pursue the metaphor to the bitter end — being discharged by a Belgian
police official who emerged from the main entrance to the Bank of England.
What should have led Percival Bland into so unsafe a neighbourhood it is
difficult to imagine, unless it was that strange fascination that seems so
frequently to lure the criminal to places associated with his crime. But there
he was within a dozen paces of the entrance when the officer came forth,
and mutual recognition was instantaneous. Almost equally instantaneous
was the self-possessed Percival’s decision to cross the road.

It is not a nice road to cross. The old-fashioned horse-driver would
condescend to shout a warning to the indiscreet wayfarer. Not so the modern
chauffeur, who looks stonily before him and leaves you to get out of the
way of Juggernaut. He knows his “‘exonerating” coroner’s jury. At the
moment, however, the procession of Juggernauts was at rest; but Percival
had seen the presiding policeman turn to move away and he darted across
the fronts of the vehicles even as they started. The foreign officer followed.
But in that moment the whole procession had got in motion. A motor
omnibus thundered past in front of him; another was bearing down on him
relentlessly. He hesitated, and sprang back; and then a taxi-cab, darting
out from behind, butted him heavily, sending him sprawling in the road,
whence he scrambled as best he could back on to the pavement.

Percival, meanwhile, had swung himself lightly on to the footboard of
the first omnibus just as it was gathering speed. A few seconds saw him
safely across at the Mansion House, and in a few more, he was whirling down
Queen Victoria Street. The danger was practically over, though he took the
precaution to alight at St. Paul’s, and, crossing to Newgate Street, board
another west-bound omnibus.

That night he sat in his lodgings turning over his late experience. It had
been a narrow shave. That sort of thing mustn’t happen again. In fact,
seeing that the law was undoubtedly about to be set in motion, it was
high time that certain little plans of his should be set in motion, too. Only,
there was a difficulty; a serious difficulty. And as Percival thought round and
round that difficulty his brows wrinkled and he hummed a soft refrain.

“Then is the time for disappearing,
Take a header — down you go —.”







































22 ELLERY QUEEN’S MYSTERY MAGAZINE

out and enticed some poor devil of a negress into the house, have murdered
her in cold blood, and then deliberately dressed the corpse in his own
clothes! It is perfectly frightfull”

Again Thorndyke shook his head. “It wasn’t as bad as that, Jervis,” said
he, “though I must confess that I feel strongly tempted to let your hy-
pothesis stand. It would be quite amusing to put Mr. Bland on trial for
the murder of an unknown negress, and let him explain the facts himself.
But our reputation is at stake. Look at the bones again and a little more
critically. You very probably looked for the sex first; then you looked for
. racial characters. Now carry your investigations a step further.”

“There is the stature,” said I. “But that is of no importance, as these are
not Bland’s bones. The only other point that I notice is that the fire seems
to have acted very unequally on the different parts of the body.”

“Yes,” agreed Thorndyke, “and that is the point. Some parts are more
burnt than others; and the parts which are burnt most are the wrong parts.
Look at the back-bone, for instance. The vertebrae are as white as chalk,
They are mere masses of bone ash. But, of all parts of the skeleton, there is
none so completely protected from fire as the back-bone, with the great
dorsal muscles behind, and the whole mass of the viscera in front. Then look
at the skull. Its appearance is quite inconsistent with the suggested facts.
The bones of the face are bare and calcined and the orbits contain not a
trace of the eyes or other structures; and yet there is a charred mass of what
may or may not be scalp adhering to the crown. But the scalp, as the most
exposed and the thinnest covering, would be the first to be destroyed, while
the last to be consumed would be the structures about the jaws and the
base, of which, you see, not a vestige is left.”

Here he lifted the skull carefully from the shell, and, peering in through
the great foramen at the base, handed it to me.

“Look in,” he said, “through the Foramen Magnum — you will see
better if you hold the orbits towards the skylight —and notice an even
more extreme inconsistency with the supposed conditions. The brain and
membranes have vanished without leaving a trace. The inside of the skull
is as clean as if it had been macerated. But this is impossible. The brain is
not only protected from the fire; it is also protected from contact with the
air. But without access of oxygen, although it might become carbonised,
it could not be consumed. No, Jervis; it won’t do.”

I replaced the skull in the coffin and looked at him in surprise.
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firm — that he was not in her apartment. Mr. Hendrix’s eyes had remained
on his own wrist watch as his thought slipped through these pros and cons.
It was 4:04. He glanced at the sprawled figure on the floor, shivered, but
stood his ground. Another phase of his case had overcome him. He smiled
palely, shocked at what had almost been an oversight. He must not only
provide an alibi for himself but fortify it with evidence tending to prove
someone other than he had done the deed. He must invent a mythical
murderer — leave a trail of evidence for the sharp eyes and wits of the
prosecution leading to Another —a never to be found another, but yet
one always present in the Case.

Carmen Browne’s fingerprints were on the broken clock, the smashed
chair, the battered photo frame. This was wrong. It would reveal that it
was Carmen who had been in the rage, smashing things, demanding some-
thing that had resulted in her murder —and this sort of a situation,
brought out by the prosecution, might easily point to Lou Hendrix,
known to have been her lover. No, said Lawyer Hendrix swiftly, it must
have been her assailant, demanding something of Carmen Browne, who
had been in the rage and done the smashing and struck the fatal blow. Mr.
Hendrix established this fact circumstantially by wiping Carmen Browne’s
fingerprints from the objects in question with a silk handkerchief. He wiped
also and more carefully the brass candlestick. The absence of fingerprints
pointed to a certain self-consciousness on the part of the assailant after the
deed but that was both legitimate and normal. Men of the deepest passion,
and there was precedence for this, remembered to obliterate evidence.

At the door, Mr. Hendrix, in his hat, overcoat and gloves, paused. He
repeated to himself carefully, Carmen Browne had been attacked by some
suitor, jealous of her real sweetheart, Mr. Hendrix, as witness the destroyed
photograph of the latter. But why hadn’t she used the gun the police would
find in the desk drawer two feet from the spot where her body lay? There
were of course normal explanations to be put forward. But Mr. Hendrix
did not admire them legally. For fifteen precious seconds Lawyer Hendrix
balanced the issue. During this space Mr. Hendrix listened rather than
thought. He listened to the prosecution pointing out to the jury that the
reason Carmen Browne had not reached for this available weapon with
which to defend herself was because she had not expected an attack from
the assailant, because the assailant was one familiar to her against whom she
had no thought of arming herself; and even further, because the assailant,
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all too familiar with the premises, knew where this gun was as well as did
Carmen Browne, and prevented her from reaching it. All these values
pointed shadowly, Mr. Hendrix perceived, at his client. He removed the
gun from the drawer and dropped it into his coat pocket. He must be
careful in disposing of the weapon and Mr. Hendrix’ mind dwelt stubbornly
on a dozen cases in which an attempt at post crime evidence disposal had
been the connecting link with guilt. But Mr. Hendrix assured his client
firmly that he would be more cautious in this regard than any of his previ-
ous defendants had been.

With the gun in his coat pocket Mr. Hendrix stepped out of the apart-
ment. Now he was, he knew, purely in the hands of luck. A door opening, a
neighbor appearing would ruin his case instantly. But no untoward event
happened. He had three floors to descend. He listened at the ornamental
elevator doors. Both cages were going up. Mr. Hendrix walked quickly
down the three flights and coolly, now, like a gambler rather than a lawyer,
rehearsed the possible permutations of Luck.

He had entered the apartment at three o’clock that morning with
Carmen Browne. But because it was his habit to preserve a surface air of
respectability toward the attendants of the place, though he fancied they
knew well enough what was going on, he had walked up to the apartment
with Brownie. The switchboard operator concealed in an alcove in the
lobby had not seen them come in, nor had the elevator boy on duty, as
both were out of sight at the moment. If now he could leave the building
with the equal but vitally more important luck of not being seen, his case
would be more than launched.

The lobby was empty, but Mr. Hendrix did not make the mistake of
slipping out too quickly, and coddling the presumption that no eyes had
observed him. He knew too well the possibility of the unexpected witness
and he paused to study the premises. The switchboard attendant, half
hidden in the alcove, had his back to the lobby and was reading a newspaper.
Both elevator cages were out of sight. There was no one else. Mr. Hendrix
stepped into the street.

Here again he stopped to look for that unexpected witness. How often,
he remembered grimly, had the best of his cases been tumbled by the
appearance on the stand of those aimless, incalculable human strays who
had “Seen the Defendant.” Mr. Hendrix saw two of just that type. Two
women were walking, but with their backs to him and away from the
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engrossing that he had forgotten all about his haberdashery. Then Mr.
Hendrix gave his name, address, a description of the missing gloves and
watched with a glow of deep creative satisfaction the time being written
down on the blank form used for cataloguing such matters. “Four-eighteen,”
the man wrote and Mr. Hendrix, consulting his watch, pretended to be
startled. Was it that late, he demanded, good Lord! he had had no idea of
the time. It was quite a long picture. And the Lost and Found official, drawn
into chumminess by Mr. Hendrix’ affability, agreed that the film was a little
longer than most, but well worth sitting through — to which Mr. Hendrix
heartily assented.

Emerging from the movie palace, Mr. Hendrix rehearsed his case to date.
The main body of his alibi was achieved. He had spent the time between
two-thirty and four watching a movie. His continued presence at four-eight-
cen in this theatre was written down in black and white. He had also taken
care that it should be a movie he had already seen so as to be able to recite its
plot were he questioned in the next few hours. And he had also provided a
motive for seeing this particular movie. The film had to do with the char-
acter and career of a mythical state’s attorney, and a newspaper friend of Mr.
Hendrix who conducted a gossip column had asked him to contribute a few
paragraphs from a legal point of view carping at the improbabilities of the
scenario. \

Mr. Hendrix’ next port of call was an elegant speakeasy. Here he had a
drink, engaged in an exchange of views with the bartender, who knew him,
asked the correct time so he might adjust his watch. At 4:50 he stepped into
a phone booth in the place and called his office. He inquired whether any-
body had been trying to reach him that afternoon. The law clerk on duty
for the firm, Tom Healey, answered as Mr. Hendrix had expected. Mr.
Healey said he had been trying to find him in relation to a disposition but
had been unable to locate him. At this Mr. Hendrix feigned a light anger.
Where had the incompetent youth called? He had, said Mr. Healey, tried
everywhere, even Miss Carmen Browne’s apartment.

At this bit of information Mr. Hendrix, in his mind’s eye addressing one
of his future star witnesses, changed his voice. He grew angry and very ob-
viously so, for he knew the laziness of people’s memory and their slipshod
powers of observation. He inquired sourly if Mr. Healey had spoken to Miss
Browne. On hearing that he had, Mr. Hendrix said:

“Do you mind telling me how she seemed when you asked if I was there?”






























































































































THE STOLEN RUBENS 95

dollar picture and put it in a servant’s trunk to be found?”

The Thinking Machine twisted around in his seat and squinted at him
coldly for a moment. “At times, Mr. Hatch, I am absolutely amazed at your
stupidity. I can understand it in a man like Mallory, but I have always given
you credit for being an astute, quick-witted man.”

Hatch smiled at the reproach. It was not the first time he had heard it.
But nothing bearing on the problem in hand was said until they reached
The Thinking Machine’s house.

“The only real question in my mind, Mr. Hatch,” said the scientist then,
“is whether or not I should take the trouble to restore Mr. Kale’s picture at
all. He is perfectly satisfied, and will probably never know the difference.
So —"

Suddenly Hatch saw something. “Great Scott!” he exclaimed. “Do you
mean that the picture Mallory found was —"

“A copy of the original,” snapped the scientist. “Personally I know noth-
ing whatever about art; therefore, I could not say from observation that it
is a copy, but I know it from the logic of the thing. When the original was
cut from the frame, the knife swerved a little at the upper right-hand corner.
The canvas remaining in the frame told me that. The picture that Mr. Mal-
lory found did not correspond in this detail with the canvas in the frame.
The conclusion is obvious.”

“And de Lesseps has the original?”’

“De Lesseps has the original. How did he get it? In any one of a dozen
ways. He might have rolled it up and stuck it under his coat. He might have
had a confederate. But I don’t think that any ordinary method of theft
would have appealed to him. I am giving him credit for being clever, as I
must when we review the whole case.

“For instance, he asked for permission to copy the Whistler, which you
saw was the same size as the Rubens. It was granted. He copied it practically
under guard, always with the chance that Mr. Kale himself would drop in.
It took him three days to copy it, so he says. He was alone in the room all
that time. He knew that Mr. Kale had not the faintest idea of art. Taking
advantage of that, what would have been simpler than to have copied the
Rubens in 0il? He could have removed it from the frame immediately after
he canvased it over, and kept it in a position near him where it could be
quickly concealed if he was interrupted. Remember, the picture is worth
fifty thousand dollars; therefore; was worth the trouble.












































































































