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Nobody knew who had called Attorney Peter Reed to that gathering. 
But when homicide broke up the party early, Reed realized that his 

invitation had been phoned in from the Hades exchange. 
 

HERE were four at the corner table 
of the exclusive restaurant. Four 
men ranging in years from Tommy 

Nast’s twenty-five to Walter Manning’s 
forty-seven.  

Of them, the outstanding one, as far as 
looks were concerned, was Pete Reed, an 
attorney. Reed was the tallest, the most 
carefully dressed—and the most puzzled.  

“Now, listen,” he said slowly, “I insist 
that someone did phone me and invite me 
to this little affair. I didn’t just walk in, see 
you three and join you. The man who 
phoned didn’t give a name. I did not 
recognize his voice, although I assumed 
that he expected I did.”  

“What difference does it make, Peter?” 

Tommy Nast queried. “You’re welcome 
anyway.”  

“Certainly you are.” Thirty-year-old 
Willis Lally beamed over his cocktail glass. 
“We’re all friends.”  

Walter Manning, the eldest, had a few 
fringes of hair left at the sides of his head. 
He had a nervous habit of brushing them 
back, as if they were thick, curly tresses. 
He was a manufacturer, successful and 
poised. 

“Just the same,” he added his bit, “it’s 
odd that whoever of us invited you could 
have forgotten doing so, Peter. We three 
alone knew about this little dinner. In fact, 
the dinner has no real meaning at all. Just a 
friendly get-together of Martha Nast’s 
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grandnephew, her prospective grandson-in-
law—if you ever get the nerve to ask 
Nancy, Willis.”  

Willis Lally laughed and called for 
more drinks. 

Manning went on, “And lastly, myself. 
All three of us owe a great deal to Martha 
Nast. Without her help, I could never have 
got my start in business. And you are her 
attorney, Peter, so you’re in the family too, 
practically.”  

“Well,” Peter Reed chuckled, “it 
doesn’t make any difference how I got 
here. I’m here and I intend to enjoy myself. 
First evening off I’ve had in weeks. 
Incidentally, how is your great-aunt or 
grandaunt, or whatever she is, Tommy?”  

Tommy Nast nodded and waved his 
upraised glass. “She’s a tough old lady, 
Pete. Two weeks ago she reached eighty-
eight and said she felt fifty. She acts fifty 
too. It’s a lucky thing I’m not the kind that 
sits and broods waiting for her to die so 
that I’ll get my half of her money. The fact 
is, I wish she’d live forever. Even if it 
meant that I had to go to work.”  

They laughed at that. Peter glanced up 
at a clock on the further wall. It was nine-
twenty, and he remembered to set his watch 
which had run down. A waiter was 
approaching the table. He bowed slightly. 

“Mr. Manning, you are wanted on the 
telephone, sir. The first booth from the 
checkroom, sir.”  

Manning arose. “Excuse me, fellows. 
Be right back. Business follows a man 
wherever he goes.”  

They talked about Manning while he 
was gone. About his struggles for success 
as a manufacturing chemist. Of his 
products which were good, but needed 
expensive promotion and how Martha Nast 
had furnished the necessary money. The 
biggest break a man ever got, they all 
agreed. 

 

ANNING returned, frowning 
slightly. “That was one of my 

employees. He tells me that James Burnett 
is dead. They found his body a short time 
ago. He was murdered.” 

Peter Reed stood up instantly. “I’m 
sorry, boys. I’ve got to go. Oh, Manning, is 
the James Burnett you mentioned, the man 
who is your friendly business rival?”  

“Why, yes. I don’t know any other 
James Burnett.”  

“And he was murdered?”  
“That’s what Ed—the fellow who 

called me—said. He got it over the radio a 
few moments ago on a news broadcast. 
What’s wrong Peter? You seem upset. 
Naturally, we all are because we all knew 
him. He was a friend of Martha Nast just as 
we are, but I didn’t think he was close 
enough to cause that expression I see in 
your face now.”  

“I’m very sorry,” Peter Reed said again. 
Then he turned and walked abruptly away. 
After a few more minutes, Tommy Nast 
called for the check, paid it, and the other 
three men left. 

Peter Reed hailed a taxi and had 
himself driven straight to the building 
where he maintained his offices. They were 
on the seventeenth floor and spoke in silent 
eloquence of success. He unlocked the 
door, for it was long after regular business 
hours, stepped in and closed the door 
behind him. Then, on a hunch, he double-
locked the door. 

In his private office he dropped hat and 
topcoat on a chair, walked purposefully to a 
large steel cabinet and unlocked this with a 
key from his pocket. He took out a metal 
fireproof box which had been tucked far 
back in the steel locker. 

Peter Reed sat down behind his desk, 
reached for the box and then hesitated. He 
got up again, went to the window and 
started to draw the shade. It was stuck. He 
yanked impatiently at it because the shade 
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was new and should have worked. Still it 
wouldn’t so he finally gave up and 
wondered why he’d ever spent the money 
for it anyhow. Shades on the windows of 
an office building of this modern type were 
not exactly usual. 

He unlocked the steel box. It contained 
a single long, legal-sized and sealed 
envelope. He leaned back, holding the 
envelope up before his eyes. It was 
inscribed in a woman’s handwriting. The 
script was that of someone educated many 
years ago. It was almost Spencerian. 

 
OPEN ONLY IN THE EVENT OF THE 

VIOLENT DEATH OF JAMES BURNETT AND 
IF ANY PERSON IS DIRECTLY ACCUSED OF 
JAMES BURNETT’S MURDER. 

 
Peter laid the envelope down. As an 

attorney, his duties were plain. Mrs. Martha 
Nast had sent him this envelope almost ten 
months ago. The instructions were plain. 
He could not open it yet. Only one part of 
the conditions had been fulfilled. James 
Burnett had died violently, but as yet no 
one had been directly accused of his 
murder. Until that happened, the envelope 
must remain sealed.  

Very reluctantly, he put it back in the 
tin box and reflected that his hunch about it 
was being fulfilled. He’d deemed the 
envelope so unusual and perhaps 
important, that he hadn’t placed it in the 
office safe to which his employees had 
access. He’d selected the steel locker in 
which only his own things were kept and to 
which only he had a key. 

“But maybe someone has been arrested 
for his murder,” Reed mused aloud. 

He lifted the phone and called Police 
Headquarters, He was told that an 
investigation was being made, but that so 
far no one had been arrested. So the 
envelope could not be opened. He put the 
steel box back in the locker. For a moment 
he was tempted to phone Martha Nast 

about it, but decided against that. Mrs. Nast 
had issued strict instructions. She’d expect 
them to be carried out.  

Peter Reed drifted into a movie later 
on. He wanted to get rid of the morbid 
feeling that had taken possession of his 
brain. The movie, light as it was, didn’t 
provide the cure. He bought a newspaper 
and read the article on Burnett’s murder for 
the first time.  

There wasn’t much, so far. Burnett had 
been alone at his home. His wife had been 
out for a short time. When she returned, 
she found him sprawled on the living-room 
floor. He had been shot through the back of 
the head and probably never knew what hit 
him or who had used the gun. The police 
stated that they expected to make an arrest 
soon. A picture of Burnett’s wife was 
included in the article. She seemed young 
and very attractive. 

Reed crumpled the newspaper and 
dropped it into the next refuse can. He went 
straight home to his apartment and tried to 
get a good night’s sleep. 

He had only moderate success in that 
endeavor for he was possessed of an 
ominous foreboding. As Martha Nast had 
prophesied that James Burnett would be 
murdered—and that prophecy came true—
probably the rest of her forecast would be 
true also. Someone was going to be 
arrested for the murder. 

 
HE morning papers had it. Burnett’s 
wife had been locked up and formally 

charged with the murder of her husband. 
Police stated that she had been seen near 
the house, acting in a suspicious manner 
just before the time of the killing. She 
maintained she had been far from the house 
at that time.  

Furthermore, the police claimed, Mrs. 
Burnett was much younger than her 
husband, very attractive. She admitted she 
had taken steps to obtain a divorce only a 
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matter of days ago, and the dead man had 
warned her he’d fight the action bitterly. 

But what really made Reed gasp was 
the identity of the man with whom Mrs. 
Burnett said she was in love. It was 
Tommy Nast! Instantly Reed’s mind began 
to click. That strange phone call inviting 
him to the dinner. Tommy could have 
made it to establish an airtight alibi for the 
time of the killing. He wasn’t a particularly 
strong character, inclined toward laziness 
and probably not above guarding himself 
while his intended bride-to-be murdered 
her husband. 

Reed didn’t finish breakfast. He rushed 
back to the office. For a moment or two he 
held his breath as he went in. He was quite 
calm as he took the steel box from the 
locker, placed it on his desk and used his 
key again. 

The envelope was still there. He didn’t 
hesitate now. With a letter opener he slit 
the flap, pulled out the contents and 
muttered a curse. 

The fairly thick envelope was filled 
with nothing but some sheets torn from a 
catalogue. A poultry catalogue, if the 
pictures meant anything. 

Reed bit his lip, sat down and 
scrutinized the back of the envelope. He 
saw now that the seal had been very 
carefully opened. Perhaps by steaming it. 
The contents had been removed and 
replaced by the catalogue sheets. Then the 
flap had been neatly sealed and the whole 
thing put back into the steel box. 

Reed picked up his hat and slid into a 
topcoat as he rushed through the outer 
office. He hailed a taxi and had himself 
driven to Martha Nast’s residence. 

A solemn-faced butler opened the door 
and bowed respectfully. 

“I am very sorry, Mr. Reed, but things 
are not yet ready for the wake. It will not 
begin until tomorrow some time. Though 
Mr. Tommy, Mr. Willis, and Miss Nancy 

might be willing to see you, if it is 
important.”  

“What are you talking about, Barton?”  
But even as be asked this, Reed knew 

what the answer would be. The butler 
allowed a faint spasm of surprise to cross 
his face. 

“But, sir, didn’t you know? Mrs. Nast 
is dead. She died in her sleep sometime last 
night. The maid found her dead this 
morning.”  

Reed said, “Is the doctor here, Barton? 
Has the body been moved?”  

“No, sir, and the doctor is in the 
upstairs study filling out the death 
certificate, sir.” 

Reed brushed past the butler, saw 
Tommy in the big living room and waved a 
greeting. Tommy didn’t move to answer 
the wave. Reed reached the study, stepped 
in, and closed the door. An elderly man 
was seated at the desk. 

Reed said, “Hello, Doc, Remember me? 
I’m the family lawyer.”  

“Of course, Mr. Reed. Glad to see you 
again. Well, it’s over for her. I knew the 
end was approaching about a year ago. In 
fact, she hung on much longer than I 
thought she could. It was a combination of 
heart trouble and general debility. Usual in 
extreme age. Nothing I or anyone else 
could have done.”  

Reed said, “Doc, I’m going to ask you 
a question that may make you jump. Are 
you absolutely positive that Mrs. Nast 
wasn’t murdered?”  

“Murdered! Good heavens, no! Of 
course a post-mortem will be necessary to 
back up that statement, but from the 
examination I made, she died a perfectly 
natural death.”  

“Do an autopsy,” Reed urged. “Strange 
things have happened. Were you able to 
determine the time of death?”  

“Roughly. She went to bed at about 
eight o’clock last night, complaining of 
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characteristic pains in the heart region. I 
judge that she probably lived anywhere 
from fifteen minutes to half an hour after 
she fell asleep.”  

“Then she died about eight-thirty,” 
Reed mused. “Odd she wasn’t discovered 
until this morning.”  

“Nothing odd about it at all. She gave 
orders to her servants and her family that 
she was not to be disturbed after she retired 
for anything short of a fire in the house. 
She was a strict old lady. No one would 
have dared to cross her.”  

Reed walked slowly out of the room, 
leaving a doctor who frowned heavily. He 
went downstairs and sat beside Tommy. 

“Rather a mess, isn’t it?” Reed said 
softly. 

Tommy nodded. “Peter, what happened 
to my aunt was expected. A blow, of 
course, but one we knew was coming. But 
about Mary Burnett. Listen, she needs help. 
Will you help her? I’m wealthy now. Aunt 
Martha left me half of her estate. I’ll pay 
you anything. Mary didn’t kill him. She 
wouldn’t harm a fly, I tell you.” 

 
EED arose, closed the door, and sat 
down again. “Take it easy, Tommy. I 

know just how you feel. Yes, I’ll help her. 
I’ll do everything I can. But you’ve got to 
be truthful about it. Tommy, did your aunt 
know you were in love with Mary Burnett, 
a married woman? The wife of a man she 
knew and perhaps liked?”  

“No,” Tommy said miserably. “No, she 
didn’t. We kept it a secret, but when all 
those detectives questioned her, she broke 
down. She wanted me and they wouldn’t 
let me go to her, damn them.”  

“Did Burnett know his wife wanted a 
divorce so she could marry you?”  

“No, I don’t think so. We tried to keep 
it quiet, even from him. He knew there was 
someone, of course, and he was an 

obstinate old fool. And the worst part of it 
was that telephone call.”  

“Go on,” Reed said, thinking of the 
mysterious phone call he also got.  

“Last night someone phoned Mary and 
told her it was I calling. Mary believed I 
wanted to meet her close by the house. 
That’s why she pretended to go downtown, 
but came back, and people saw her lurking 
about. And—and the gun—was her 
husband’s. Her prints were on it. But, damn 
it, man, she handled that gun often. Her 
husband kept it under his pillow as he slept. 
She had to handle it to make up the beds 
every day.”  

Peter gave Tommy a cigarette and had 
one himself. “Tommy,” he said, “I don’t 
believe the police have much on Mary. 
They are holding her as routine—and 
someone to throw at the newspapers—
while they keep working and trying to find 
the real killer. Of course, they probably 
believe Mary was involved somehow, so 
no harm is being done by locking her up. 
Where were you at the time he was killed?”  

“Walking toward the hotel dining room 
where you, Willis, and Walter Manning 
later met me to have dinner. I haven’t an 
alibi if that’s what you mean. They figure 
Burnett was shot about nine o’clock. We 
didn’t meet until shortly after that.”  

“When you phoned to ask me to attend 
that dinner, why didn’t you tell me who 
you were, Tommy?”  

“Me? Phone you? But I didn’t, Pete. I 
swear I didn’t. I was surprised to see you 
come in.”  

“Before I arrived, was my name 
mentioned by Willis or Manning?”  

“No. We talked about the new baseball 
season.”  

“Is Willis here, by any chance?”  
“Yes. Upstairs with Nan. Aunt 

Martha’s death knocked her out pretty well. 
She asked me to call him over. I did.”  
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Reed said, “I’ll see Mary later on. As 
for yourself, if the police question you, 
watch out. Don’t make any statements. Not 
one, understand? Insist that I must be with 
you. They have to agree to that.”  

“I’ll just do as you say, Pete. Only I’m 
more worried about Mary than about 
myself. She’s locked up. Charged with 
murder.”  

Reed just nodded in as reassuring a 
manner as he could summon. He went 
upstairs. Willis was sitting beside the bed 
on which Nan lay, sound asleep. He tiptoed 
out to join Reed. 

“The doctor gave her a hypo. Pete, this 
is awful. That stuff about Tommy, then his 
aunt dying last night. I don’t wonder Nan 
cracked up.”  

“Maybe we all will before it’s over. 
Willis, on your honor, you did not 
telephone me last night?”  

“Why, no. No, I told you I didn’t at 
dinner.”  

“Burnett was murdered last night 
shortly before nine o’clock. Where were 
you up until nine, Willis?”  

“I was going to the hotel, alone. I was 
supposed to meet Tommy here at the house 
and go with him, but he didn’t show up. 
Later, he said he forgot he made the date 
with me.” 

“All right,” Reed said crisply, “If the 
police ask you that question, tell them the 
truth except the part about Tommy 
promising to meet you. That must be 
perfectly clear in your mind. Is it?”  

“The way you tell it, how could it be 
anything else? Pete, do you think Tommy . 
. .” 

“I don’t dare think. Neither do you. I 
suppose, as soon as all this is over with, 
you will marry Nan. That means you’ll 
come into a great deal of money. Nan is 
now one of the wealthiest girls in the 
country, Willis. I wish both of you all the 
luck in the world. Stay by her side. She’ll 

need you when she awakens.”  
“Don’t worry,” Willis said stoutly. “I’ll 

be here. Really, Pete, her money doesn’t 
mean anything. I told her a dozen times 
that no matter how wealthy she is, all I 
want to do is start my poultry farm and—”  

Reed said, “Did you say poultry farm?”  
Willis blinked. “Why, yes. Is that such 

a surprising effort to go into, Pete?”  
Reed plunged a hand into his inner 

pocket and brought out the sheaf of pages 
from a poultry catalogue. 

“Did you ever see these before, 
Willis?”  

He looked carefully, thumbing through 
the pages. “That’s part of Carlin 
Company’s latest catalogue. I have one 
myself. It only arrived yesterday, but I 
looked through it pretty thoroughly.”  

“Is your copy at home now? Right 
now?”  

“Pete, what in the world is this all 
about? No, it isn’t. I get so many of those 
things that I simply threw it away.” 

Reed wheeled and stalked toward the 
steps. He didn’t want to answer Willis’ 
questions about the catalogue pages, but it 
began to look dark for both Willis and 
Tommy. The former, because of the 
catalogue. The latter because he’d 
promised to meet Willis and failed to do so, 
just about the time that James Burnett was 
murdered. 

 
ETE REED determined then to see 
Walter Manning, who had also been at 

the dinner party. He and Burnett had been 
in practically the same lines of business. 
Reed thought he might know something to 
throw light on the murder of Burnett. 

Manning couldn’t. He said, “I refuse to 
believe that Mary killed him. I’ve known 
Mary too long. Burnett was an idiot. Twice 
as old as Mary and he tried to dominate 
her. He did, for a long time, until Tommy 
came along. Burnett was on a spot then. He 
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couldn’t afford to risk losing Tommy’s 
friendship because of his aunt. She helped 
Burnett, too, you know.”  

“I didn’t know,” Reed commented 
slowly. “Tell me more.”  

“Burnett used to work for me as my as 
head chemist. But he became ambitious 
and wanted a cut in the profits. I put the 
whole thing up to Mrs. Nast. She thought 
he ought to go out on his own and find out 
what sort of a headache manufacturing can 
be these days.” 

“I see,” Reed said thoughtfully. 
“Walter, I can be more frank with you than 
with Willis or Tommy. Last night, 
someone phoned me and invited me to your 
little dinner party. The man who did that 
wanted me there for a specific reason. I 
can’t figure it out yet. Perhaps he wanted 
me to back up an alibi, although that’s silly 
because Burnett had been killed before I 
arrived at the dining room. Simply for the 
record, where were you just before nine?”  

Manning grinned. “I arrived at the hotel 
early and made all the arrangements. I got 
there about eight-thirty, I think. Prior to 
that, I was at my plant. In the office. I’m 
very busy these days. You see, with the end 
of the war, many chemicals and drugs are 
being released. That means we’ll be 
running to capacity soon.”  

“You left your office just when?”  
Manning said, “Well, of course, I can’t 

be certain, but I’d say it was about 8:15. It 
only takes fifteen minutes to reach the hotel 
from my plant and I went directly there.” 

“Are you interested in Rhode Island 
Reds, Manning?”  

“Huh?” Manning gaped. “What the 
devil—say, the only Reds I know about are 
those boys from Cincinnati. What is this?”  

“A bit of foolishness on my part,” Reed 
chuckled. “Thanks for not getting sore. I’ll 
see you later.”  

Reed went directly to his office and 
summoned two of his junior clerks. To one 

he gave instructions that he was to proceed 
at once to the manufacturer who had 
mailed that poultry catalogue. Reed 
compiled a list of three names and 
addresses. 

“Find out for me if any catalogues were 
mailed to these people or to any of the 
three addresses written here. Telephone 
your results. It may take some time for the 
mail order division to go over their listings, 
but get them to do it as fast as possible.”  

To the other young man, Reed gave 
some specific orders, cautioned him to 
follow them exactly, then Reed leaned back 
in his chair to do some more thinking. 

He arose, finally, and went to the 
window. He recalled how the window 
shade had stuck the night before. It worked 
smoothly now and he frowned. He peered 
out of the window, across the court to 
another office building. Something clicked 
in his mind. 

Reed left the office hurriedly and went 
to the building which he’d studied so 
carefully across the court. He got the 
superintendent. By the proper plying of a 
five dollar bill he secured prompt results. 

There were, according to the 
superintendent, several vacant offices from 
which Reed’s suite of rooms might easily 
be observed. Reed went to these offices and 
let himself in with a key the super 
provided. They hadn’t been occupied in 
some time and were rather dusty. 

In all but one of them he found the 
windows tightly closed. This room, with 
the partly opened window, intrigued him. 
He studied the window sill minutely. This 
thin film of dust seemed to have been 
disturbed. 

Looking across at his own quarters, he 
saw his secretary enter his private office. 
He could see her quite plainly. If he’d been 
in possession of a pair of field glasses, he 
could have observed every move she made. 

Reed returned to his own office and 
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telephoned Tommy Nast. 
“I’m going to see Mary now. Soon as I 

return, I’ll call back. Meantime, I want you 
to do something for me. Look up the 
reference of every servant in the house and 
list the places where each worked before 
going into service with your aunt. Don’t 
ask questions and don’t let anyone know 
what you’re doing.” 

 
ORKING as fast as he could Reed 
visited Mary Burnett next. She had 

little to offer. Reed admired her intensely 
for the courage which she displayed. 

“I didn’t kill my husband, of course, 
but it seems as if someone tried to arrange 
things so it looks as if I did. It’s true, I am 
in love with Tommy Nast and I shall marry 
him—if—if . . .”  

“You’ll get out of here.” Reed looked 
around the drab room which they were 
permitted to use. “They don’t keep 
innocent people locked up and you’re 
innocent. I’m going to prove it by bringing 
in the man who really did murder your 
husband.”  

“Anything I can do to help,” she 
gestured helplessly. “Of course, being 
locked up I’m not of much use.”  

“Your husband and Walter Manning 
were in the same lines of business?”  

“Yes, they used to be partners, but my 
husband went out on his own. He and 
Manning couldn’t get along. He was 
prosperous enough. Once I thought l was in 
love with him, but he changed. He became 
bitter and vindictive. Not over anything I’d 
done, but it was almost as if he was taking 
out on me his anger over someone else.”  

“I see. He and Manning were still 
friends?”  

“They saw one another quite often. 
Mrs. Nast financed both of them. Together, 
when they were partners. And when my 
husband got out, she helped him 
individually.” 

“Good,” Reed said. “You’ve been a 
greater help than you realize. It won’t be 
long before I get you out of here, I hope. 
Tommy sends his love.”  

“I need nothing more than that.” she 
said bravely. “I’ll be praying for you, Mr. 
Reed.” 

For the remainder of the day, Reed tried 
to concentrate upon routine business, but it 
was almost impossible. He phoned Tommy 
Nast and reassured him as to Mary Burnett. 
Very late in the afternoon he heard from his 
clerk who had gone to check on the poultry 
dealer’s catalogue listings. Reed’s face was 
a trifle grimmer after that. 

At nine o’clock, after a dinner he hardly 
tasted, he drove around to the Nast house 
and found Tommy and Willis Lally there. 

“There is one thing I want to be sure 
of,” he said. “After I broke up the dinner 
party by leaving so precipitously, both of 
you came here to this house. You remained 
here until what time?”  

“Well, after midnight,” Willis said. 
“Nan was with us.”  

Nan, feeling much better, nodded 
acquiescence to that statement. Reed 
smiled. 

“Good. Tommy, you and Willis will 
have to come along with me. We’re going 
to pay Manning a visit. And, Tommy—I’d 
like to talk to you alone for a moment. In 
the hall will do.”  

Tommy answered Reed’s question 
directly. “Yes, I did check on the servants. 
There are five of them. I’ve listed each one. 
Beneath their names are the places where 
they formerly worked.”  

Reed studied that list intently, then put 
it away. He called to Willis. They all left 
the house, got into Reed’s car and drove to 
Manning’s home.  

The manufacturer was surprised, but 
apparently pleased to see them. He mixed 
some drinks, proffered cigarettes, and Reed 
started talking. He went over the case from 
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the very beginning.  
“After I left so hurriedly,” he explained, 

“I returned to my office. Mrs. Nast had 
given me a sealed envelope to be opened in 
the event that James Burnett was killed by 
violence—and if someone was arrested for 
his murder. I did open that envelope, but 
not until the next morning, after Burnett’s 
wife had been arrested. Inside the envelope 
were some pages from a poultry catalogue 
and nothing else. My office had been 
burglarized by someone clever enough not 
to leave any traces.”  

“And Mrs. Nast died that night, too,” 
the Manning gasped. “There must have 
been some connection.”  

“So it seems,” Reed nodded. 
“However, Mrs. Nast’s death was due to 
purely natural causes. An autopsy proved 
that.” 

 
HERE was an interruption when the 
doorbell rang. Manning answered it 

and returned, opening a telegram which 
had just arrived. He scanned it, grumbled 
something under his breath and put the 
telegram into his side coat pocket.  

Reed said, “The whole business is so 
complicated that I’ll have to draw an 
outline.” He took a pencil from his coat, 
fumbled for some paper to write on and 
found none. With a grin at Manning, he 
pulled the telegram from his pocket and 
placed it on the table. 

Manning reached out, scooped up the 
telegram and stepped back quickly.  

Reed smiled. “Oh, I’m sorry. I was a 
merely trying to find something to make 
my notes on. I didn’t think the wire was 
very important. Just business routine.”  

“It was important,” Manning grumbled. 
“To me. And I don’t like having my 
personal possessions snatched from my 
pocket. Even by you, Peter.”  

Reed said, “All right. Let’s get on with 
it and to the devil with diagramming the 

whole thing. Here is the setup. I got a 
phone call to meet you three men. It came, 
oddly enough, just before nine o’clock. 
Rather short notice, but I accepted anyway. 
Now why was I summoned to that dinner 
and why doesn’t the person who invited me 
admit calling? I can answer that.”  

“It has something to do with the sealed 
orders Aunt Martha left with you,” Tommy 
Nast said eagerly. 

“That’s right, Tommy. That envelope 
contained the evidence which would have 
convicted the murderer of James Burnett. 
The murderer knew the envelope existed. 
How? I didn’t tell him. The only other 
person who knew about it was Martha 
Nast. So—she told the murderer and had a 
reason for doing so. As long as the 
envelope was in existence, the murderer 
couldn’t wipe out Burnett. Mrs. Nast 
simply held him in check that way.  

“Her death was from natural causes, but 
it was also the trigger which set this whole 
series of events off. Because when she 
died, she released Burnett from any 
promises he made, and forced the 
murderer’s hand. He had to get possession 
of that letter before I opened it. 

“The murderer knew of Mrs. Nast’s 
death long before anyone else did—except 
for a maid who worked at the Nast home. 
She was installed there by the killer to 
check on Mrs. Nast and to advise him at 
once if she was dead or in danger of dying. 
When he received the message of her 
death, he acted at once. He summoned me 
to the dinner party which, as luck had it, 
was already arranged for.”  

“But why?” Willis Lally asked. 
“Because he wanted to tell me, himself, 

that James Burnett had been murdered. He 
knew I’d go at once to whatever hiding 
place I kept the letter and he wanted to find 
it. By some trick or other he obtained a key 
to my office. He fixed the window shade so 
it could not be lowered and watched me 
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take the letter from its place of safe 
keeping. He merely observed everything I 
did from an office across the court.  

“Later, he visited my office, fixed the 
shade so it would work again. He got the 
letter from an ordinary steel filing cabinet 
which could be opened without too much 
trouble. He had lots of time. He unlocked 
the steel box I kept the letter in too, 
removed it and steamed it open. Perhaps in 
the privacy of his own home. He had all 
night to do it.  

“Then he put into the envelope, so I’d 
never know just when it had been looted, 
some pages from a poultry catalogue. Very 
well. Before coming to the dinner, he killed 
Burnett and arranged to frame his wife for 
the killing. That would involve Tommy. 
Are you following me, Mr. Manning?”  

 
ANNING nodded coldly. “I’m 
beginning to think I shall be accused 

of killing Burnett and robbing your strong 
box.  

“Yes, I’m accusing you now. The maid 
who tipped you off used to work at your 
factory and you brought her to Mrs. Nast. 
You did not receive a poultry catalogue, 
that’s true, but in your apartment house the 
mail boxes aren’t too big. Things like 
catalogues are merely stuffed into the slot 
of the mailboxes.”  

“Naturally,” Manning said with heavy 
sarcasm, “you will have to prove this.”  

“I intend to. Your alibi for the time 
prior to the murder of Burnett is wishy-
washy, but no more so than the alibis of 
Tommy and Willis. You claim to have 
been at your office. If you were, why are 
you afraid to show us that wire? It’s from 

one of your best customers and takes you 
to task for not being around when they 
telephoned. At eight-fifteen. About the 
time when Burnett was killed.”  

Manning tried to destroy the wire, but 
Willis and Tommy landed on him heavily. 
Reed took the telegram out of his hand. 

“It isn’t important anyway,” he 
chuckled, “because one of my clerks sent 
it. I wanted to find, out if Manning could or 
could not afford to show evidence he 
hadn’t been at the office. However, the 
main clue which impelled me to suspect 
Manning was this. The murderer must have 
been extremely busy after our dinner party 
broke up. For the time of the killing, he 
made as sure as he could of having an alibi, 
but for afterwards he never thought he’d 
have to account.”  

“Why did he kill Burnett?” Tommy 
asked. “Was it about that fight they had a 
couple of years ago? Aunt Martha had to 
enter the squabble. Burnett had developed 
something—a product which would make a 
lot of money after the war. Until 
restrictions were lifted, the stuff couldn’t 
be manufactured, but Burnett wanted rights 
to it. There was a grand blowup. Aunt 
Martha told Burnett to go into business for 
himself and leave Manning.” 

Reed sighed. “There is your motive, the 
one thing I lacked. I sensed it would be 
something like that. Burnett had a money-
maker and Manning wanted it. Martha Nast 
knew he’d probably kill to get it and keep 
Burnett from manufacturing the stuff. 
Hence, her sealed orders to me which held 
Manning in check. Tommy, will you 
telephone the police!” 
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