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名画失窃案 Problem of the Stolen Rubens



马修·科尔在车轴润滑油生意上足足赚了五千万，随后他便开始四处收购名画。原因很简单，他有钱，而欧洲也不缺大师级名作。不过，他收购名画只是为了填满府邸中占地大约五千平方米的艺术厅，所以他总共买了总面积大约五千平方米的画。画的品质参差不齐，大多数都是次品，不过，他也买到了不少好的作品，其中最有名的当属他在罗马花了五万美元买下的鲁本斯的名作。

收购完成之后，科尔打算对这间宽敞的大厅作些许变动。于是，他让人把画全部摘下来，存放在同样宽敞的宴会厅里，并让所有的画都面朝墙壁。同时，科尔和家人则暂住在一家小旅馆内。

就是在这家小旅馆里，科尔和吉尔斯·德·勒赛普斯相遇了。德·勒赛普斯是那种典型的说话细声细气的法国人，神经兮兮的，但是又聪明伶俐。他告诉科尔，自己不但是个画家，而且是个高级艺术鉴赏家，声音中带着神秘。一向为自己的藏品感到自豪的科尔想在这位“专家”面前炫耀一下，于是便带着他在宴会厅内费力地翻看自己的收藏。德·勒赛普斯时而眼中闪现出惊叹的神情，时而只是礼貌地笑一笑，看不出任何感情色彩。

随后，科尔把鲁本斯的名作《圣母子》拿到这个法国人的面前。虽然经历了岁月的洗礼，但是这幅画依然色彩鲜艳、栩栩如生。可令科尔有点儿失望的是，德·勒赛普斯好像并没有对它另眼相看。

“看到了吗？鲁本斯的名作！”他大喊。

“看到了。”德·勒赛普斯回答说。

“我花了五万美元买下的。”

“可能不值这些。”德·勒赛普斯耸了耸肩，移开了目光。

科尔有点儿懊恼地看着他。怎么回事？难道他不知道这是鲁本斯的名作，不知道鲁本斯是个大画家吗？还是没听到这是自己花五万美元买来的？以前他每次提到五万美元的价格的时候，听众们总是目瞪口呆。

“喜欢吗？”科尔问。

“当然，”德·勒赛普斯回答道，“但是我以前见过这幅画，就在罗马，就在你买下它的一周前，我已经看过了。”

他们继续翻看着其他画，突然，一幅惠斯勒的画映入眼帘，这是著名的泰晤士水彩画系列中的一幅。德·勒赛普斯两眼放光地盯着它，还不时地瞟瞟鲁本斯的画，似乎在比较现代作品中的细腻与古老画派的豪放。

科尔却误解了德·勒赛普斯的沉默，他说道：“我也不怎么喜欢这幅画。”他的语气中略带歉意，“只是惠斯勒的一幅风景画而已，我花五千美元买下了它，不过，我自己却不怎么喜欢。你觉得呢？”

“我觉得太棒了，”法国人兴奋地说，“我觉得这是现代作品中的精华，是最完美的一幅。请问，我可不可以……”他转向科尔，“临摹一幅呢？我自认为绘画水平还不错，我肯定可以画得以假乱真。”

科尔被夸得有点儿飘飘然了，渐渐地，他也觉得这幅画确实很不错。“当然可以，”他答道，“我可以把它送到你的旅馆里，然后你可以……”

“不不不，”德·勒赛普斯马上打断他，“旅馆里随时都可能发生火灾，万一出了问题我可负不起责任。如果可以的话，我能不能到这里来？这里宽敞明亮，通风好，而且还很安静……”

“我只是觉得旅馆对你而言更方便一些，”科尔很大度地说，“但是，如果你愿意的话，就在这儿画吧。”

德·勒赛普斯走到科尔的身边，挽着这个有钱人的胳膊，诚恳地说：“我的朋友，如果这些画是我的，我不会让任何人在这里多作停留。我敢说这些画肯定花了你……”

“六十八万七千美元。”科尔骄傲地说道。

“想必你不在家的时候一定是派人严加看管？”

“有二十个佣人负责装修时家里的安全，”科尔答道，“其中有三个人专门负责看管这些画。我们进来的门是这个房间唯一的入口，其他入口都已经用铁棍封住了。只有得到我的允许或者拿着我的书面许可，才能够进来。所以说，没人能偷走这里的任何东西。”

“不错，不错，”德·勒赛普斯微笑着，充满敬佩地说，“我觉得我看待事情可没有你这么强的预见性。”他回过身来漫不经心地看了一下，试探道：“可是，一个聪明的窃贼完全可以把画从画框里割下来，然后卷起来藏在衣服里面带出去。”

科尔笑着摇了摇头。

几天之后，德·勒赛普斯买齐了临摹惠斯勒的画所需的全部物品。科尔则亲自把他送到了宴会厅门口，德·勒赛普斯自然千恩万谢。

“简宁斯，”科尔对一个仆人说道，“这是德·勒赛普斯先生。他要到宴会厅内画几幅画，他可以在这里自由出入。记住，不要让任何人打扰他。”

德·勒赛普斯看到鲁本斯的名作被随意地丢在其他画的旁边，画中的圣母正好面对着他们。“科尔先生，”他抗议道，“这幅如此名贵的画这样放着不大好吧，万一有老鼠呢？请您让仆人拿一块帆布来，我会把它包起来，然后放到这边的桌子上。”

科尔表示感谢，让仆人照办，随后他们把画包起来放在了安全的地方。德·勒赛普斯开始布置作画的物品——纸张、画架、凳子等等，科尔看了一会儿便离开了。

三天之后，当科尔进来的时候，德·勒赛普斯仍然在画板前忙碌着。

“我只是路过，”科尔解释道，“来看看这儿装修得怎么样了。还有一周就完工了。我没打搅到你吧？”

“当然没有，”德·勒赛普斯赶忙说，“我也快完成了。看看，我画得怎么样？”说着，他把画架转向科尔。

这位富豪看了一眼仿作，又转头看了一下原作，眼中流露出敬佩的神色。“哇，太棒了！”他大声说，“简直和真的一样。五千美元你肯定不卖吧？”

他们就聊了这几句。随后，科尔出去转悠了大约一个小时，查看了装修情况，然后又回到了宴会厅。他看见德·勒赛普斯在收拾画画的工具，于是便和他一起回到了旅店。德·勒赛普斯腋下夹着卷起来的惠斯勒水彩画的临摹本。

一周之后，艺术厅装修完毕，施工人员也离开了。德·勒赛普斯主动要求帮科尔把所有的画挂回去，科尔当然开心地答应了。那天下午，他一边挂画，一边和科尔开心地聊天，但是，当他打开包有鲁本斯名画的帆布时，突然目瞪口呆——画不见了！空空的画框上残余的帆布碎片留下了刀子割画的痕迹。

科尔报案一天之后，被称为“思想机器”的奥古斯都·S.F.X.范杜森开始关注这件事。画被偷后，科尔焦急地跑到警察局马洛里警官的办公室报案，生气地将双拳砸在马洛里的桌子上，气冲冲地说：“我花了五万美元啊。你怎么不去调查？你坐在这里盯着我干吗？”

“冷静点儿，科尔先生。”警官说，“我马上派人去找你丢的那个……对了，那个鲁本斯到底是什么东西？”

“那是一幅画！”科尔大叫道，“是一块上面画着东西的画布。我花了五万美元，你一定要给我找回来。”



警察们马上开始着手调查。与此同时，哈金森·海奇记者也开始关注这个案子。他了解到画被偷之前的情况，然后便去拜访德·勒赛普斯。门开了，首先映入他眼帘的是这位艺术家那近乎暴怒的眼神。记者的到访令原本就很激动的德·勒赛普斯变得更加神经质，他大声说道：

“老天，太不可思议了！叫我怎么说？除了我之外，那几天没人到过宴会厅；而我也是唯一一个愿意不怕麻烦，去保护这幅画的人！现在画被偷了，损失这么大，我真是跳进黄河都洗不清了。”

海奇不知道此时该说些什么，索性让他继续说下去。最后，海奇打断了他：“德·勒赛普斯先生，据我所知，在这段时间内，除了科尔先生之外，没有其他人去过宴会厅，对吗？”

“没有其他人去过。”

“科尔先生说你在临摹一幅著名的水彩画，是吗？”

“是的，是惠斯勒的，泰晤士风景画之一。”他回答说，“看，就是那幅挂在壁炉上面的画。”

海奇看了一眼，那确实是一幅临摹得非常精美的画，他对德·勒赛普斯的绘画技巧产生了一种敬佩之情。

德·勒赛普斯注意到了海奇脸上的赞美，他谦虚地说：“还不错吧？我的老师是卡罗勒斯·杜伦。”

案件情况就是这样。后面的这则信息对海奇来说，也没有什么特别的价值。现在整个事件都摆在了“思想机器”的面前，在海奇讲述的过程中，这位高人自始至终都没有说话，只是静静地听着。

“谁进过房间？”最后他问。

“警察正在调查呢。”海奇回答，“虽说当时房子里有二十几个佣人，但是我觉得不管科尔的命令多么严格，佣人们总会有松懈的时候。”

“这让案件更加扑朔迷离了，”“思想机器”用他那别具一格的、略微有些不耐烦的语调说道，而这种语调似乎已经成为他本人的一部分，“我们最好能去一趟科尔先生家，单独问问他。”

就像有钱人在面对媒体时一贯表现的那样，科尔显得相当拘谨严肃。可是，他还是有点儿好奇地盯着眼前这位解释来意的矮小的科学家。

“我觉得你们可能束手无策，”这位富豪说道，“警察已经在查了。”

“马洛里先生在这里吗？”“思想机器”无动于衷地问。

“他就在楼上佣人的房间里。”

“我们可不可以查看一下名画失窃的现场？”科学家礼貌地问道。他的这种语气，海奇再熟悉不过了。

科尔挥了挥手，示意他们跟着自己去宴会厅，而那幅画就是从这儿被偷走的。“思想机器”站在屋子中间环视四周——窗户很高；六扇门分别通往大厅，从那儿可以通向温室。大楼僻静的角落里隐藏着任何作案的可能。在仔细观察了好长时间之后，“思想机器”走过去，捡起原先镶有鲁本斯画作的画框，他盯着画框看了很久，科尔有些不耐烦了。最后，科学家转过身来问道：

“你和德·勒赛普斯先生很熟吗？”

“刚认识一个多月吧，怎么了？”

“是有人介绍你们认识的，还是你们自己偶然相识的？”

科尔面带愠色地说：“我的私人关系与案子无关。德·勒赛普斯先生是一位极富涵养的绅士，我永远不会怀疑是他偷走了我的画。”

“不一定。”“思想机器”的语气中有点儿讽刺的意味。随后他转向海奇，问道：“那幅惠斯勒的画，他仿得怎么样？”

“我没见过原作，”海奇回答道，“但是他画得真不错。科尔先生，我们可不可以看看——”

“当然可以，”科尔坦然地说，“跟我来，原作就在艺术厅内。”

海奇从头到尾仔细查看了一下，然后说：“他仿得太逼真了。当然，没看到原作前，我还不敢确定，但是现在，我要说他画得确实很不错。”

他们面前大门的帘子突然被掀开，马洛里警官闪了进来。他的手里似乎拿着什么，但是当他看到海奇和教授时，就把它藏在了身后。他的喜色溢于言表。

“啊哈，教授，我们又见面了。”他说道。

“他们想把德·勒赛普斯先生拉下水，”科尔向马洛里抱怨，“我知道事情绝不是这样，他是一个好人，是我允许他自由出入以便画画的。他们却不相信。”

“思想机器”目不转睛地盯着科尔，眼光中充满了愤怒，随后他向马洛里伸出手。“你在哪里找到的？”他问。

“抱歉，教授，这次你来迟一步。”马洛里的话中流露出强烈的讽刺意味，他把藏在背后的手拿出来，“你的画在这里，科尔先生。”

科尔如释重负，却又惊奇不已。他把画摊开，“很好，”他对警官说，“你终于把它找回来了，它可花了我五万美元。”科尔似乎永远也忘不了这一点。

“思想机器”俯身向前端详了一下画的右上角，再次问道：“你在哪里找到的？”

“它被紧紧地卷起来，藏在了一个佣人房间的箱子底下，”马洛里解释道，“那个佣人叫简宁斯，他现在已经被捕了。”

“简宁斯？”科尔惊呼，“怎么可能？他已经跟我好几年了！”

“他认罪了吗？”教授平静地问。

“当然没有，”马洛里说，“他说一定是别人藏在那里陷害他的。”

“思想机器”对海奇点头示意，随后对马洛里说：“那就这样吧，祝贺你，马洛里先生，这么快就破获了这起案件。”

十分钟后，他们开车返回教授的住所。这种意外的结局使海奇感到有点儿不甘心，于是他们一路都沉默不语。

“马洛里偶尔也会灵光一现，不是吗？”海奇迷惑不解地问。

“我还没见过。”“思想机器”生硬地说。

“但是，他找回了那幅画。”海奇坚持道。

“当然，只不过，那是有人故意放在那儿让他找到的。”

“故意放在那里？”海奇很惊讶，“是简宁斯偷的吗？”

“如果是他偷的，那他就是个白痴。”

“如果不是他，还能是谁？”

“德·勒赛普斯！”

“德·勒赛普斯？”海奇不解，“他偷一幅五万美元的画，然后放在仆人的箱子里故意让人找到，这是什么逻辑？”

“思想机器”转过身来盯着他。“海奇先生，”他直白地说，“有时候我真的为你的愚蠢感到惊讶，但是我一直相信你应该是个聪明机智的人。”

海奇不禁莞尔，这样的责备他已经不是第一次听到了。不过，直到他们到了教授家之后，才又重新开始讨论此案。

“海奇先生，我现在考虑的只有一个问题，”教授说，“那就是我该不该把真相告诉科尔先生。他现在已经满足了，这样他可能永远都不会知道真相，所以——”

海奇恍然大悟。“老天，”他大喊道，“你是说马洛里找到的画是——”

“一幅仿制品！”教授补充道，“我个人并不太懂艺术，因此，我无法从专业的角度去评判，但是，从逻辑上来说，它肯定是假的。当原作从画框上被割下来时，在右上角有一点儿扭曲，仔细看一下画布的画，你就会发现这一点，而马洛里找到的画的右上角却没有这道痕迹。所以，结论很明确。”

“德·勒赛普斯偷走了原作？”

“毫无疑问是这样的！他有太多的方法可以把画带出去。他可以把画卷起来藏在衣服下面，也可能有一个同党。但是我认为，他不会用这些小儿科的方法。综观整个案件，我认为他相当有头脑。”

“比如说，他请求临摹惠斯勒的画，而你会发现这幅画和鲁本斯的画大小相同。得到许可之后，他在严密监视下完成了临摹，其间，只有科尔有可能进去。按照他的说法，三天之内他完全是一个人在工作。他知道科尔一点儿都不懂艺术，利用这一点，他可以轻而易举地临摹出一张鲁本斯的画来迷惑科尔。在原画被包起来后，不久他就把原画割了下来，然后放在身边。即使有人进来，他也可以轻松地把它放到隐秘的地方。你知道，那幅画值五万美元，当然值得冒这个险。”

“据我们所知，科尔根本不懂艺术，所以作为艺术家的德·勒赛普斯想要糊弄他简直太容易了。我想，他肯定是用自己的仿制品替换掉了真品。你也看到了，马洛里都没看出两幅画的差异，德·勒赛普斯当时肯定能够大胆断定科尔看不出来真假。唯一担心的就是艺术鉴赏家们会看到那幅仿作。所以他主动提出留下来帮助科尔把画挂回去，然后大胆地自己揭露盗窃案。至于他是如何将画放进简宁斯的柜子，我还没有想明白。我们可以设想一些方式。”说完，他将身体靠在椅背上，盯着天花板，手指不停地敲打着扶手，半天都没有说话。

“我们剩下要做的，就是把真画拿回来。照你所说，现在肯定在德·勒赛普斯的家里，所以肯定很安全。而且他自己很明白，如果逃跑的话，就会引起怀疑。”

“可是，他是怎么把画从科尔家带出来的呢？”海奇问。

“与科尔一起离开的那天，他很可能已经把画藏在了袖子里面。”教授答道。

海奇惊讶地盯着他。几分钟后，教授站起来走进隔壁的房间，这时电话铃响了。教授回来后，拿起帽子，然后和海奇一起走了出去。

他们把证件递出去的时候，德·勒赛普斯正好在家，并且接待了他们。在他们谈论该案子的十几分钟内，“思想机器”不断地来回打量着房间内的一切。这时，外面响起了敲门声。



“马洛里警官来了，海奇先生，”“思想机器”说，“请帮他开门。”

德·勒赛普斯的眼中显出一丝恐慌，但是随即隐去。马洛里进来的时候一脸的疑惑。

“马洛里警官，”“思想机器”平静地说，“我们该好好地欣赏一下壁炉上面这幅惠斯勒的画。多美啊！你还记得看过的原作吗？”

马洛里嘟囔了一声。德·勒赛普斯的脸上没有流露出丝毫因为得到赞美而表现出来的得意之情，相反，他的脸瞬间变得苍白，双手紧握成拳。但是，他很快恢复了平静，面带微笑。

“它的美妙之处不仅仅在于它忠实于原作，”科学家说道，“还在于画家在创作它时所处的特殊的环境。比如，我不知道马洛里警官是否了解，如果把胶水、油灰和其他一些常见的材料和成黏稠物质的话，那就可以很轻松地用它来掩盖油画并作为画布，同时又不会损伤原来的画。”

“这张水彩画，也就是惠斯勒的这幅画，”“思想机器”继续说道，“就是画在我刚才提到的那种物质上的。它的下面就是鲁本斯的画，它可以在不损伤下面油画的前提下被除去。所以，我们看到的并不是惠斯勒的水彩画，而是价值五万美元的鲁本斯的名作。对不对，德·勒赛普斯先生？”

德·勒赛普斯没有回答，也没必要回答。一个小时后，他就被关进了警察局的牢房。而海奇则在电话中问了“思想机器”一个他百思不解的问题：

“你怎么知道水彩画是画在鲁本斯的油画上的？”

“因为这是唯一可以让人找不到鲁本斯的原画，同时还能避免它受到损伤的方法。”“思想机器”答道，“我告诉过你，德·勒赛普斯是个聪明人，动动脑筋就能想到。海奇先生，二加二不是有时才等于四，而是永远等于四。”

Matthew Kale made fifty million dollars out of axle grease, after which he began to patronize the high arts. It was simple enough: he had the money, and Europe had the old masters. His method of buying was simplicity itself. There were five thousand square yards, more or less, in the huge gallery of his marble mansion which were to be covered, so he bought five thousand square yards, more or less, of art. Some of it was good, some of it fair, and much of it bad. The chief picture of the collection was a Rubens, which he had picked up in Rome for fifty thousand dollars.

Soon after acquiring his collection, Kale decided to make certain alterations in the vast room where the pictures hung. They were all taken down and stored in the ball room, equally vast, with their faces toward the wall. Meanwhile Kale and his family took refuge in a nearby hotel.

It was at this hotel that Kale met Jules de Lesseps. De Lesseps was distinctly French, the sort of Frenchman whose conversation resembles calisthenics. He was nervous, quick, and agile, and he told Kale in confidence that he was not only a painter himself, but was a connoisseur in the high arts. Pompous in the pride of possession, Kale went to a good deal of trouble to exhibit his private collection for de Lesseps' delectation. It happened in the ball room, and the true artist's delight shone in the Frenchman's eyes as he handled the pieces which were good. Some of the others made him smile, but it was an inoffensive sort of smile.

With his own hands Kale lifted the precious Rubens and held it before the Frenchman's eyes. It was a“Madonna and Child,”one of those wonderful creations which have endured through the years with all the sparkle and color beauty of their pristine days. Kale seemed disappointed because de Lesseps was not particularly enthusiastic about this picture.

“Why, it's a Rubens!”he exclaimed.

“Yes, I see,”replied de Lesseps.

“It cost me fifty thousand dollars.”

“It is perhaps worth more than that,”and the Frenchman shrugged his shoulders as he turned away.

Kale looked at him in chagrin. Could it be that de Lesseps did not understand that it was a Rubens, and that Rubens was a painter? Or was it that he had failed to hear him say that it cost him fifty thousand dollars? Kale was accustomed to seeing people bob their heads and open their eyes when he said fifty thousand dollars; therefore.

“Don't you like it?”he asked.

“Very much indeed,”replied de Lesseps,“but I have seen it before. I saw it in Rome just a week or so before you purchased it.”

They rummaged through the pictures, and at last a Whistler was turned up for their inspection. It was one of the famous Thames series, a water color. De Lesseps'face radiated excitement, and several times he glanced from the water color to the Rubens as if mentally comparing the exquisitely penciled and colored modern work with the bold, masterly technic of the old.

Kale misunderstood the silence.“I don't think much of this one myself,”he explained apologetically.“It's a Whistler, and all that, and it cost me five thousand dollars, and I sort of had to have it, but still it isn't just the kind of thing that I like. What do you think of it?”

“I think it is perfectly wonderful!”replied the Frenchman enthusiastically.“It is the essence, the superlative, of modern work. I wonder if it would be possible,”and he turned to face Kale,“for me to make a copy of that? I have some slight skill in painting myself, and dare say I could make a fairly creditable copy of it.”

Kale was flattered. He was more and more impressed each moment with the picture.“Why, certainly,”he replied.“I will have it sent up to the hotel, and you can—”

“No, no, no!”interrupted de Lesseps quickly.“I wouldn't care to accept the responsibility of having the picture in my charge. There is always a danger of fire. But if you would give me permission to come here—this room is large and airy and light, and besides it is quiet—”

“Just as you like,”said Kale magnanimously.“I merely thought the other way would be most convenient for you.”

De Lesseps drew near, and laid one hand on the millionaire's arm.“My dear friend,”he said earnestly,“if these pictures were my pictures, I shouldn't try to accommodate anybody where they were concerned. I dare say the collection as it stands cost you—”

“Six hundred and eighty-seven thousand dollars,”volunteered Kale proudly.

“And surely they must be well protected here in your house during your absence?”

“There are about twenty servants in the house while the workmen are making the alterations,”said Kale,“and three of them don't do anything but watch this room. No one can go in or out except by the door we entered—the others are locked and barred—and then only with my permission, or a written order from me. No, sir, nobody can get away with anything in this room.”

“Excellent, excellent!”said de Lesseps admiringly. He smiled a little bit.“I am afraid I did not give you credit for being the far-sighted business man that you are.”He turned and glanced over the collection of pictures abstractedly.“A clever thief, though,”he ventured,“might cut a valuable painting, for instance the Rubens, out of the frame, roll it up, conceal it under his coat, and escape.”

Kale laughed pleasantly and shook his head.

It was a couple of days later at the hotel that de Lesseps brought up the subject of copying the Whistler. He was profuse in his thanks when Kale volunteered to accompany him to the mansion and witness the preliminary stages of the work. They paused at the ball room door.

“Jennings,”said Kale to the liveried servant there,“this is Mr de Lesseps. He is to come and go as he likes. He is going to do some work in the ball room here. See that he isn't disturbed.”

De Lesseps noticed the Rubens leaning carelessly against some other pictures, with the holy face of the Madonna toward them.“Really, Mr Kale,”he protested,“that picture is too valuable to be left about like that. If you will let your servants bring me some canvas, I shall wrap it and place it up on the table here off the floor. Suppose there were mice here!”

Kale thanked him. The necessary orders were given, and finally the picture was carefully wrapped and placed beyond harm's reach, whereupon de Lesseps adjusted himself, paper, easel, stool, and all, and began his work of copying. There Kale left him.

Three days later Kale just happened to drop in, and found the artist still at his labor.

“I just dropped by,”he explained,“to see how the work in the gallery was getting along. It will be finished in another week. I hope I am not disturbing you?”

“Not at all,”said de Lesseps,“I have nearly finished. See how I am getting along?”He turned the easel toward Kale.

The millionaire gazed from that toward the original which stood on a chair near by, and frank admiration for the artist's efforts was in his eyes.“Why, it's fine!”he exclaimed.“It's just as good as the other one, and I bet you don't want any five thousand dollars for it—eh?”

That was all that was said about it at the time. Kale wandered about the house for an hour or so, then dropped into the ball room where the artist was just getting his paraphernalia together, and they walked back to the hotel. The artist carried under one arm his copy of the Whistler, loosely rolled up.

One week passed, and the workmen who had been engaged in refinishing and decorating the gallery had gone. De Lesseps volunteered to assist in the work of rehanging the pictures, and Kale gladly turned the matter over to him. It was in the afternoon of the day this work began that de Lesseps, chatting pleasantly with Kale, ripped loose the canvas which enshrouded the precious Rubens. Then he paused with an exclamation of dismay. The picture was gone; the frame which had held it was empty. A thin strip of canvas around the inside edge showed that a sharp penknife had been used to cut out the painting.

All of these facts came to the attention of Professor Augustus S. F. X. Van Dusen—The Thinking Machine. This was a day or so after Kale had rushed into Detective Mallory's office at police headquarters, with the statement that his Rubens had been stolen. He banged his fist down on the detective's desk and roared at him.“It cost me fifty thousand dollars!”he declared violently.“Why don't you do something? What are you sitting there staring at me for?”

“Don't excite yourself, Mr Kale,”the detective advised.“I will put my men at work right now to recover the—the—What is a Rubens, anyway?”

“It's a picture!”bellowed Mr Kale.“A piece of canvas with some paint on it, and it cost me fifty thousand dollars—don't you forget that!”

So the police machinery was set in motion to recover the painting. And in time the matter fell under the watchful eye of Hutchinson Hatch, reporter. He learned the facts preceding the disappearance of the picture, and then called on de Lesseps. He found the artist in a state of excitement bordering on hysteria; an intimation from the reporter of the object of his visit caused de Lesseps to burst into words.

“Mon Dieu! It is outrageous!”he exclaimed.“What can I do? I was the only one in the room for several days. I was the one who took such pains to protect the picture. And now it is gone! The loss is irreparable. What can I do?”

Hatch didn't have any very definite idea as to just what he could do, so he let him go on.“As I understand it, Mr de Lesseps,”he interrupted at last,“no one else was in the room, except you and Mr Kale, all the time you were there?”

“No one else.”

“And I think Mr Kale said that you were making a copy of some famous water color, weren't you?”

“Yes, a Thames scene, by Whistler,”was the reply.“That is it, hanging over the mantel.”

Hatch glanced at the picture admiringly. It was an exquisite copy, and showed the deft touch of a man who was himself an artist of great ability.

De Lesseps read the admiration in his face.“It is not bad,”he said modestly.“I studied with Carolus Duran.”

With all else that was known, and this little additional information, which seemed of no particular value to the reporter, the entire matter was laid before The Thinking Machine. That distinguished man listened from beginning to end without comment.

“Who had access to the room?”he asked finally.

“That is what the police are working on now,”was the reply.“There are a couple of dozen servants in the house, and I suppose, in spite of Kale's rigid orders, there was a certain laxity in their enforcement.”

“Of course that makes it more difficult,”said The Thinking Machine in the perpetually irritated voice which was so distinctly a part of himself.“Perhaps it would be best for us to go to Mr Kale's home and personally investigate.”

Kale received them with the reserve which all rich men show in the presence of representatives of the press. He stared frankly and somewhat curiously at the diminutive figure of the scientist, who explained the object of their visit.

“I guess you fellows can't do anything with this,”the millionaire assured them.“I've got some regular detectives on it.”

“Is Mr Mallory here now?”asked“The Thinking Machine”curtly.

“Y e s , h e i s u p s t a i r s i n t h e servants'quarters.”

“May we see the room from which the picture was taken?”inquired the scientist, with a suave intonation which Hatch knew well.

Kale granted the permission with a wave of the hand, and ushered them into the ball room, where the pictures had been stored. From the relative center of this room The Thinking Machine surveyed it all. The windows were high. Half a dozen doors leading out into the hallways, to the conservatory, and quiet nooks of the mansion offered innumerable possibilities of access. After this one long comprehensive squint, The Thinking Machine went over and picked up the frame from which the Rubens had been cut. For a long time he examined it. Kale's impatience was painfully evident. Finally the scientist turned to him.

“How well do you know Mr de Lesseps?”he asked.

“I've known him for only a month or so. Why?”

“Did he bring you letters of introduction, or did you meet him merely casually?”

Kale regarded him with evident displeasure.“My own personal affairs have nothing whatever to do with this matter,”he said pointedly.“Mr de Lesseps is a gentleman of integrity, and certainly he is the last whom I would suspect of any connection with the disappearance of the picture.”

“That is usually the case,”remarked The Thinking Machine tartly. He turned to Hatch.“Just how good a copy was that he made of the Whistler picture?”he asked.

“I have never seen the original,”Hatch replied,“but the workmanship was superb. Perhaps Mr Kale wouldn't object to us seeing—”

“Oh, of course not,”said Kale resignedly.“Come in, it's in the gallery.”

Hatch submitted the picture to a careful scrutiny.“I should say that the copy is well nigh perfect,”was his verdict.“Of course, in its absence, I couldn't say exactly; but it is certainly a superb work.”

The curtains of a wide door almost in front of them were thrown aside suddenly, and Detective Mallory entered. He carried something in his hand, but at the sight of them concealed it behind him. Unrepressed triumph was in his face.

“Ah, professor, we meet often; don't we?”he said.

“This reporter here and his friend seem to be trying to drag de Lesseps into this affair somehow,”Kale complained to the detective.“I don't want anything like that to happen. He is liable to go out and print anything. They always do.”

The Thinking Machine glared at him unwaveringly, straight in the eye for an instant, then extended his hand toward Mallory.“Where did you find it?”he asked.

“Sorry to disappoint you, professor,”said the detective sarcastically,“but this is the time when you were a little late,”and he produced the object which he held behind him.“Here is your picture, Mr Kale.”

Kale gasped a little in relief and astonishment, and held up the canvas with both hands to examine it.“Fine!”he told the detective.“I'll see that you don't lose anything by this. Why, that thing cost me fifty thousand dollars!”Kale didn't seem able to get over that.

The Thinking Machine leaned forward to squint at the upper right hand corner of the canvas.“Where did you find it?”he asked again.

“Rolled up tight, and concealed in the bottom of a trunk in the room of one of the servants,”explained Mallory.“The servant's name is Jennings. He is now under arrest.”

“Jennings!”exclaimed Kale.“Why, he has been with me for years.”

“Did he confess?”asked the scientist imperturbably.

“Of course not,”said Mallory.“He says some of the other servants must have hidden it there.”

The Thinking Machine nodded at Hatch.“I think perhaps that is all,”he remarked.“I congratulate you, Mr Mallory, upon bringing the matter to such a quick and satisfactory conclusion.”

Ten minutes later they left the house and caught a car for the scientist's home. Hatch was a little chagrined at the unexpected termination of the affair, and was thoughtfully silent for a time.

“Mallory does show an occasional gleam of human intelligence, doesn't he?”he said at last quizzically.

“Not that I ever noticed,”remarked The Thinking Machine crustily.

“But he found the picture,”Hatch insisted.

“Of course he found it. It was put there for him to find.”

“Put there for him to find!”repeated the reporter.“Didn't Jennings steal it?”

“If he did, he's a fool.”

“Well, if he didn't steal it, who put it there?”

“De Lesseps.”

“De Lesseps!”echoed Hatch.“Why the deuce did he steal a fifty thousand-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,”he said frankly.“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 of it. But nothing bearing on the problem in hand was said until they reached The Thinking Machine's apartments.

“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 that Mallory found was—”

“A copy of the original,”supplemented the scientist.“Personally I know nothing 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 Mallory 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 oil? 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.”

“De Lesseps is an artist—we know that—and dealing with a man who knew nothing whatever of art, he had no fears. We may suppose his idea all along was to use the copy of the Rubens as a sort of decoy after he got away with the original. You saw that Mallory didn't know the difference, and it was safe for him to suppose that Mr Kale wouldn't. His only danger until he could get away gracefully was of some critic or connoisseur, perhaps, seeing the copy. His boldness we see readily in the fact that he permitted himself to discover the theft; that he discovered it after he had volunteered to assist Mr Kale in the general work of rehanging the pictures in the gallery. Just how he put the picture in Jenning's trunk I don't happen to know. We can imagine many ways.”He lay back in his chair for a minute without speaking, eyes steadily turned upward, fingers placed precisely tip to tip.

“The only thing remaining is to go get the picture. It is in de Lesseps'room now—you told me that—and so we know it is safe. I dare say he knows that if he tried to run away it would inevitably put him under suspicion.”

“But how did he take the picture from the Kale's home?”asked Hatch.

“He took it with him probably under his arm the day he left the house with Mr Kale,”was the astonishing reply.

Hatch was staring at him in amazement. After a moment the scientist arose and passed into the adjoining room, and the telephone bell there jingled. When he joined Hatch again he picked up his hat and they went out together.

De Lesseps was in when their cards went up, and received them. They conversed of the case generally for ten minutes, while the scientist's eyes were turned inquiringly here and there about the room. At last there came a knock on the door.

“It is Detective Mallory, Mr Hatch,”remarked The Thinking Machine.“Open the door for him.”

De Lesseps seemed startled for just one instant, then quickly recovered. Mallory's eyes were full of questions when he entered.

“I should like, Mr Mallory,”began The Thinking Machine quietly,“to call your attention to this copy of Mr Kale's picture by Whistler—over the mantel here. Isn't it excellent? You have seen the original?”

Mallory grunted. De Lesseps'face, instead of expressing appreciation of the compliment, blanched suddenly, and his hands closed tightly. Again he recovered himself and smiled.

“The beauty of this picture lies not only in its faithfulness to the original,”the scientist went on,“but also in the fact that it was painted under extraordinary circumstances. For instance, I don't know if you know, Mr Mallory, that it is possible so to combine glue and putty and a few other commonplace things into a paste which would effectually blot out an oil painting, and offer at the same time an excellent surface for water color work.”

“This water color—this copy of Whistler,”continued the scientist evenly—“is painted on such a paste as I have described. That paste in turn covers the original Rubens picture. It can be removed with water without damage to the picture, which is in oil, so that instead of a copy of the Whistler painting, we have an original by Rubens, worth fifty thousand dollars. That is true; isn't it, Mr de Lesseps?”

There was no reply to the question—none was needed. It was an hour later, after de Lesseps was safely in his cell, that Hatch called up The Thinking Machine on the telephone and asked one question.

“How did you know that the water color was painted over the Rubens?”

“Because it was the only absolutely safe way in which the Rubens could be hopelessly lost to those who were looking for it, and at the same time perfectly preserved,”was the answer of The Thinking Machine,“I told you de Lesseps was a clever man, and a little logic did the rest. Two and two always make four, Mr Hatch, not sometimes, but all the time.”
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花园血案之谜 The Secret Garden



巴黎警察局局长阿尔斯蒂德·瓦伦丁举办了一场晚宴，他宴请的宾客都已纷纷到来，他本人却一直没有出现。他的亲信伊万再三保证，局长一定会如约而至。伊万是一个面带伤疤、脸色像胡须那样苍白的老头。他总是坐在大厅入口处的桌子旁，大厅里则挂满了各种枪支。瓦伦丁局长的住所就像他本人一样，不仅与众不同，而且闻名遐迩。这是一座老式建筑，尽管院墙很高，但是，那些高大挺拔的白杨树还是几乎将枝叶伸到了塞纳河畔。这座房子的建筑结构极为奇特——这可能是缘于警察的审美标准——这里除了正门以外，别无其他出口，而正门则由伊万和一个门卫严加看守。花园不仅宽敞，而且装饰精美，房间里的各个出口均可通向花园，花园同外界之间却没有任何通道相连。花园四周用高大、光滑且难以攀登的院墙围起来，院墙上面还插满了特制的长钉。对于一个有上百个罪犯发誓要对他进行报复的警察来说，这无疑是个绝佳的设计。

伊万向各位宾客解释，局长打电话说要晚到十来分钟。局长正在对执行死刑及其他相关事情做最后的部署，尽管他对这些任务厌恶透顶，但是他对待工作仍然十分细心。追击罪犯的场面十分残酷，但他倾向于对罪犯采取较为温和的惩罚方式。他在法国乃至欧洲其他很多国家的警务界都享有至高的权威，因此，他对减刑和净化监狱环境方面的工作有着深远的影响。他也是法国人道主义自由思想家之一，这类人的唯一错误就是把仁慈弄得比审判还要冷酷无情。

瓦伦丁局长终于来了。姗姗来迟的他身穿黑色晚礼服，佩戴玫瑰形胸针，风度翩翩，他那黝黑的胡须已经略带灰色。他径直穿过房间，走向书房，书房通向后面的花园。花园的门是开着的，他小心翼翼地把公文箱锁在了固定的地点，又在门口停留了几秒钟，朝花园望了望。一轮新月在被风暴卷起的破纸碎片中时隐时现，对于一向理性严谨的瓦伦丁来说，闪过这样的念头实在是不同寻常，或许他本能地对一些性命攸关的大事有某种预感。瓦伦丁很快回过神来，因为他知道自己已经迟到了，宾客们早已等候多时了。

来到客厅，瓦伦丁瞟了一眼，便知他宴请的重要宾客还未到来。在这个小型的晚宴上，还是不乏名门显要：英国大使加洛韦勋爵——一个脾气暴躁的老头，他的脸就像是个大苹果，红中泛黄，还系着蓝色的嘉德丝带；加洛韦夫人略显瘦削，满头银发，慈眉善目中不乏高傲之色。他们的女儿玛格丽特·格雷厄姆小姐，是一个皮肤白皙、一头棕发、古怪精灵的漂亮姑娘。还有蒙特·圣·米歇尔公爵夫人，她有一双黑眼睛，雍容富态；和她在一起的是她的两个女儿，她们也和母亲一样，有一双黑眼睛，高雅美丽。还有西蒙医生，他是一个典型的法国科学家，戴着眼镜，蓄着尖溜溜的唇髯，额头上爬满皱纹，这是对他经常傲慢地扬起眉毛的惩罚。他还看见了自己刚刚在伦敦结识的布朗神父，他来自埃赛克斯。

但是，瓦伦丁最感兴趣的是那个身穿制服的高个子男人，刚才他毕恭毕敬地向加洛韦一家鞠躬，而他们对他不理不睬，这会儿他正向瓦伦丁局长致意呢。他是来自法国外籍军团的奥布瑞恩长官，他身材苗条，有点神气活现，胡子刮得干净利落，满头黑发，戴着蓝色的眼镜。作为一名指挥官，他这样的形象实在太符合他那个以光荣的失败和成功的自杀而闻名的军团了。然而，他那精神抖擞的神情中又透露出些许忧伤。奥布瑞恩生来就是一位爱尔兰绅士，少年时便知晓加洛韦一家，特别是玛格丽特·格雷厄姆小姐。后来，他因债务破产而离开了爱尔兰。如今，他穿着制服，佩着军刀，脚蹬带有马刺的军靴，显示出不受英国礼节的束缚。当奥布瑞恩向大使一家鞠躬时，加洛韦夫妇只是微微欠身，玛格丽特小姐也向别处张望。

无论是什么原因使得这些人对彼此感兴趣，大名鼎鼎的瓦伦丁对此却丝毫不感兴趣。在他的眼中，还没有一个人算得上是今晚的贵宾。因为某些原因，他盼望见到的是一位闻名世界的人物。瓦伦丁在美国期间，曾从事过一些极为重要的侦探工作，并取得了成功，其间，他和这个人成了朋友。这人名叫朱利叶斯·布雷恩，是个千万富翁。为小宗教团体捐款时，他往往一掷千金，并常常因此在英美报界引起轰动，而他自己也就顺理成章地赢得了人们对他的支持。没有人知道布雷恩先生是什么人——无神论者、摩门教徒，抑或是个信基督的科学家？但是他总是愿意对知识分子倾囊相助，只要他们愿意去探索、去研究，他就会毫无怨言地予以物质上的支持。布雷恩先生还有一个嗜好，就是等待美国“莎士比亚”的出现，但这需要的耐心远甚于钓鱼。尽管巴黎的卢克·皮·坦纳要比惠特曼“进步”得多，但是他仍非常钦佩沃尔特·惠特曼。布雷恩先生也喜欢一切他认为“进步”的事物。他认为瓦伦丁就是一个“进步”的人，而在瓦伦丁看来，他的这一评价着实有失公允。

朱利叶斯·布雷恩镇定自若的面孔一出现，就像就餐铃声一样，吸引了所有人的注意。他的这种气质，一般人是很难具备的，因此，他的出现就如同他的缺席一样会受到大家的关注。

布雷恩先生身材魁梧，穿着全套的黑色晚礼服，全身上下找不到任何表链或是戒指之类的赘饰，满头白发向后梳理得一丝不乱，就像德国人那样；他面色红润，严肃的神情中还透着一丝可爱，幸好下巴上留着一撮微微翘起的胡须，不然，就成了一张富有戏剧性且略带狡猾的“娃娃脸”。不过，不久大家就将注意力从这位名人身上移开了，人们很快便忘了他的迟到，加洛韦夫人挽着他的胳膊，将他请到了餐厅。

通常情况下，加洛韦一家是很亲切很随和的，他们唯独对一件事介意，那就是玛格丽特小姐有没有去挽“冒险家”奥布瑞恩的胳膊。要是挽了，加洛韦勋爵就会拉下脸来。玛格丽特小姐也确实没有这么做，她端庄大方地与西蒙医生一起走向餐厅。尽管如此，加洛韦勋爵依然烦躁不安。

晚宴期间，加洛韦勋爵确实是圆滑老练，但是当大家抽起雪茄的时候，西蒙医生、布朗神父和讨厌的奥布瑞恩（一个穿着外国制服的流亡者）这三个年轻人都散开了，要么混到女人堆里，要么躲到休息室抽起了烟，反而把加洛韦勋爵晾到了一边，如此一来，他真是有点儿手足无措了。每过一分钟，他都会感到坐立不安，一想到那个流氓奥布瑞恩可能会向玛格丽特使眼色，他就不敢再往下想了。加洛韦勋爵独自和布雷恩、瓦伦丁喝起了咖啡。布雷恩是个满头白发的美国佬，他信仰所有的宗教；而瓦伦丁是个头发略微泛白的法国人，什么宗教都不信。这两个人还时不时地互相辩论，可是这丝毫没有引起加洛韦勋爵的兴趣。过了一会儿，这两个“进步分子”的激烈辩论越来越枯燥无味了，加洛韦勋爵起身想到休息室待会儿。可是，在长长的走廊里转了七八分钟也没找到，直到听到西蒙医生尖声尖气侃侃而谈的声音，还有布朗神父低沉的音调和阵阵笑声，他这才循着声音找到了休息室。加洛韦勋爵想，他们可能是在讨论“科学与宗教”，就诅咒了一声。但是，他一开门就注意到一件事——奥布瑞恩长官和她的女儿玛格丽特都不见了踪影！

和之前一样，加洛韦勋爵又烦躁不安地起身离开了休息室，在走廊里捶胸顿足了一番，阻止女儿和那个爱尔兰阿尔及利亚二流子来往的想法占据了他的整个头脑。他朝屋子的最里面走去，那是瓦伦丁的书房，碰巧在那里遇到了玛格丽特。玛格丽特正与一个神色轻蔑的小白脸擦肩而过，加洛韦勋爵更加觉得迷惑不解了。如果玛格丽特刚才和奥布瑞恩在一起，那么他现在在哪儿呢？如果刚才他们没有在一起，那她又是和谁在一起呢？由于年老多疑，再加上爱女心切，他跌跌撞撞地向屋子深处走去。他发现了一个仆人专用的出口，这个出口通往花园。一弯新月破云而出，驱散了乌云，银色的月光洒满了花园的各个角落。一个身着蓝衣的高个子男人大步流星地穿过草坪向书房走去。银色的月光照在他的脸上，闪闪发光，那是奥布瑞恩长官。

奥布瑞恩穿过落地长窗，闪身进入室内，只留下加洛韦勋爵一个人在那里生闷气。他痛恨这个年轻人，却又对他束手无策。花园里洒满银色的月光，犹如剧场的布景，又像是在嘲弄他的尘世权威和暴躁脾气之间的冲突。那个爱尔兰男人的昂首阔步更让加洛韦勋爵焦虑不安，此时他俨然是个情敌，而不是父亲。月光使他更加激动，他似乎被魔法带入了一个满是行吟诗人的花园，这里仿佛法国画家华托画笔下的仙境。他想要和奥布瑞恩沟通一下，以摆脱现在这种无所适从的状态，于是便三步并作两步紧跟了过去，可是一不小心被草丛中像树枝或是石头样的东西绊倒了。他愤怒地向脚下看了一眼，立刻吓得魂飞魄散。月亮和高大的白杨树都目睹了这一幕不寻常的情景——一个上了年纪的外交官一边拼命狂奔，一边狂呼乱叫。

他面色惨白地冲进书房，声音嘶哑，西蒙医生戴着发光的眼镜，皱着眉头，终于听清了这位勋爵说的是什么：草丛中有尸体——一具血淋淋的尸体！而奥布瑞恩最后也神情恍惚地离开了这里。

“我们必须马上告诉瓦伦丁局长，”听完另一个人断断续续地描述了一番他大着胆子去察看的景象，西蒙医生说，“还好局长在。”正说着的时候，瓦伦丁局长听到了哭喊声，也赶到了书房。出于职业的习惯，他一向都很严肃机警，再加上作为主人和绅士的责任感，他对各位宾客和仆人的安危也很担心。当瓦伦丁得知这个血案的相关情况时，立刻将所有的注意力都集中到这个案件上来，无论有多么猝不及防，他都会理智地去进行判断，这是他的职业。

“太奇怪了，先生们，”在大家都匆忙从书房往花园走去时，瓦伦丁说，“我的职责是在全世界侦查疑案，而今疑案发生在我自己家的后院。案发现场具体在哪里呢？”此时从河面上泛起了一层薄雾，所以，人们在穿过草坪时有些费力，在战战兢兢的加洛韦勋爵的引导下，人们看见了那个陷在草丛深处的尸体——那是一个身材高大魁梧的男人，他的脸向下，所以只能看见他肩膀上的黑色衣服，他是个秃顶，只有一两绺头发贴在脑袋上，像是湿漉漉的海草，一股鲜红色的血正从他的脸上流出来。

“至少他不是我们宴会当中的。”西蒙医生用深沉而又异样的语调说道。

“医生，赶快给他检查一下，他或许还没死。”瓦伦丁急促地喊道。

西蒙医生俯下身。“他的身体还没有彻底变凉，但是恐怕他已经死了。”他回答道，“快来搭把手，帮我把他抬起来。”



人们小心翼翼地把尸体从地上抬了起来，毫无疑问，他已经死了，因为尸体的脑袋掉了。此时，气氛更加凝重，一定是有人割断了他的喉咙，并且试图把脖子切断。就连瓦伦丁都为之震惊，“凶手一定像大猩猩一样强壮。”他嘀咕道。

尽管西蒙医生对解剖再熟悉不过，但此时他的手也不由得一颤，他托起死者的头部，发现他的脖子和下巴都有轻微的刀伤，但是脸部没有任何伤痕。那是一张呆板、泛黄的脸，轮廓分明，且有些浮肿，鹰钩鼻，厚厚的嘴唇——一副邪恶的罗马皇帝的面孔，与中国皇帝也有几分相似。所有在场的人似乎都以一种茫然、惊恐的眼神盯着这具尸体。当人们抬起尸体的时候，除了看见死者白色衬衫的胸口处被血染红以外，似乎没有别的什么值得注意的地方了。西蒙医生说过，这个人不是宴会当中的，但是他的穿着又说明他很可能是为了这场晚宴而来的。

瓦伦丁局长趴在地上，手撑着地，近距离地用他最职业的观察力仔细观察了尸体周围二十码的草丛和地面。西蒙医生在旁边给他搭手，而加洛韦勋爵则一脸茫然地跟在后面。现场没有留下任何线索，只有几根被劈断或是砍断的小树枝，瓦伦丁捡起来看了看，随即又把它们丢掉了。

“小树枝！”他一脸严肃地说：“几根小树枝、一具被割断脖子的陌生男尸，这就是草坪上所有的一切。”

令人毛骨悚然的气氛沉静了片刻，突然，身心疲惫的加洛韦勋爵焦急地喊道：“那是谁？是谁在墙脚？”

一个长着大而笨拙的脑袋、身材却矮小的身影在月光照射下的雾霾中摇摇晃晃地走了过来，像个小丑一般。大家很快就认出是那个留在休息室的小个子神父，于是都松了口气。

“我说，”他细声细气地说，“你们都知道吧？这个花园没有门。”

瓦伦丁的黑眉毛拧成一道，他一看见黑教士服就会这样。但是不可否认，神父的这句话的确与此案有关。“你说对了，”瓦伦丁说，“在我们弄清楚他是如何被害之前，我们必须弄清他是如何进入这个花园的。现在，都听我讲，先生们，如果大家对我的职位和责任没有任何怀疑的话，我想是不是将一些名人排除这件事之外更为合适呢？这些宾客当中有很多女士、绅士以及外国大使。如果今天我们把这件事当成罪案记录在案，那么必须按照法律程序追究到底，而作为警察局局长，我有一定的自行决定权，这个特殊位置允许我可以对这件事暂时保密。如果上帝同意，我会在召集人马搜寻嫌疑犯之前为各位宾客澄清事实。尊敬的各位，明天中午之前，你们都不能离开寒舍。这里有足够的房间供大家休息，你们也都知道到哪里找我的仆人伊万，他在前厅，是我的亲信。西蒙，请转告他立刻来见我，并且再找一个仆人替他守卫。加洛韦勋爵，你是告诉那些女士今晚所发生的状况的最佳人选，让她们不要惊慌。她们今晚也必须在这里留宿。布朗神父和我要留在这里看管尸体。”

这种有统帅风范的话出自瓦伦丁之口，就像军中号角一样，没有人敢不服从。西蒙医生走到武器库，叫上这个侦探的私人助理伊万。加洛韦勋爵去了休息室，尽可能巧妙地把这个可怕的消息告诉了她们，不一会儿人们都聚集在这里，那些受到惊吓的女士们已经平静了下来。与此同时，善良的神父布朗和无神论者瓦伦丁则一动不动地站在死者的头部和脚边，在月光的照映下，犹如两尊雕像。

脸带伤疤、蓄有胡子的亲信伊万从屋子里冲了出来，就像一颗出膛的炮弹，一溜烟儿地穿过草坪来到瓦伦丁的面前，活像小狗跑到主人的面前。他那青紫色的脸如同国内侦探小说中的人物，他要求主人允许他检查现场残留物，他这种跃跃欲试的样子着实让人厌烦。

“好的，只要你愿意，就看看吧，伊万，”瓦伦丁说，“但是时间不要太长。我们必须进屋去解决这件事。”

伊万高高昂起的头又耷拉下来了。

“为什么？”他气喘吁吁地问道，“这，不能这样。你认识这个人吗，先生？”

“不认识，”瓦伦丁冷淡地说，“私下解决更好。”

他们把尸体抬到书房的沙发上，所有人一起去了休息室。

瓦伦丁一声不响地坐在书桌旁，从他的脸上看不到任何犹豫的神色，但是他的眼神中流露出法官在面对法令时严酷无情的表情。他在纸上作了简短的记录，补充问了句：“大家都在吗？”

“布雷恩先生不在。”蒙特·圣·米歇尔公爵夫人望了望四周，说道。

“不，”加洛韦勋爵用嘶哑的声音回答道，“我猜尼尔·奥布瑞恩也不在。我发现尸体还有余温时，奥布瑞恩正穿过花园。”

“伊万，”瓦伦丁说，“马上去找奥布瑞恩长官和布雷恩先生。我知道布雷恩先生正在餐厅抽雪茄，我想奥布瑞恩长官正在温室里走来走去，但是我不敢确定。”

这忠实的奴仆飞一般跑出房间，在大家议论纷纷之前，瓦伦丁坚定而迅速地接着讲下去：

“在座的各位都知道，今晚在花园里发现了一具男尸，脑袋被干净利落地砍了下来。西蒙医生，你已经检查过了。你认为，像这样割断一个人的喉咙是否需要花很大力气呢，或者有可能只需要一把非常锋利的刀？”

“我想说的是，也许这根本就不是用刀干的。”西蒙医生说，他的面色有些苍白。

“那你有没有想到凶手可能会用何种凶器行凶呢？”瓦伦丁又问道。

“从现代技术的角度来考虑，我确实还没有想到，”西蒙医生无可奈何地皱着眉头说，“如果动作不够敏捷，很难轻易砍得这么干净利落。可能是用战斧、刽子手执行死刑时用的斧头或者双手握的利剑。”

“但是，上帝！”公爵夫人歇斯底里地喊道，“这周围也没有这样的利剑和战斧啊！”

瓦伦丁依然忙着在纸上写着。“告诉我，”他一边奋笔疾书一边问，“有没有可能用的是法国骑士的军刀？”

一阵低沉的敲门声传来，说不上是什么原因，大家都觉得听到的这阵敲门声就像是《麦克白》中的敲门声，所有人的血液都要凝固了。西蒙医生的话打破了凝重的气氛：“军刀——是的，我想很有可能是。”

“谢谢，”瓦伦丁说，“进来，伊万。”

伊万打开门，把奥布瑞恩领了进来，伊万最后是在花园里找到他的，他正在那里踱来踱去。

奥布瑞恩不知所措地站在门口，显出一副目中无人的样子，喊道：“你找我有什么事？”

“请坐，”瓦伦丁以愉快平和的语调说道，“为什么您没有佩戴您的刀呢？它在哪里？”

“我把它放在图书馆的桌子上了，”奥布瑞恩说，他那爱尔兰口音在紧张慌乱的情绪中显得越发明显了，“它是个累赘，它正……”

“伊万，”瓦伦丁说，“去图书馆把奥布瑞恩的刀取来。”伊万刚离开，瓦伦丁就接着问道：“加洛韦勋爵说当他发现尸体时，看见你恰好离开花园，那么，你当时在花园做什么呢？”

奥布瑞恩慌乱地跌坐在椅子上。“哦，”他用地道的爱尔兰口音喊道，“欣赏月色，和自然对话啊，我的朋友！”

此刻，四周又安静得出奇。不一会儿，又是一阵急促恐怖的敲门声打破了这片刻的沉寂。是伊万，他手里拿着一把空的铁质刀鞘。“我能找到的只有这个了。”他说。

“放到桌子上。”瓦伦丁头也没抬地说。

屋内死一般沉寂，像是在等待对罪犯进行最后的宣判那样鸦雀无声。女公爵微弱的惊叹声也早已消失了。加洛韦勋爵对奥布瑞恩的反感，此刻也得到了满足，他现在也冷静多了。这时，一个声音冒了出来，出乎所有人的意料，说话的竟是玛格丽特小姐。

“我想，我可以告诉你们真相。”在这样一个公共场合，这个女人无所畏惧地用清晰、微微颤抖的声音说道，“既然他选择保持沉默，那么，就让我来告诉你们奥布瑞恩先生在花园里干了什么吧。他在向我求婚，但是我拒绝了。我告诉他，在我的家庭环境中，除了敬意之外，我什么也不能给予他。奥布瑞恩先生有些生气。我想，他似乎对‘敬意’并不怎么在意，”玛格丽特虽然面带笑容，但是有些苍白，她接着又说，“不知奥布瑞恩先生现在是否在意我对他的尊敬？因为我正在向他表示我的敬意。我发誓，他从来没有干过这样的事。”

加洛韦勋爵靠了过来，用一种威胁的口吻跟他的女儿嘀咕：“住嘴，玛吉！”尽管是窃窃私语，但他的语气依然强硬，“你为什么替这个家伙开脱？那他的刀在哪里？他那该死的……”

他突然停了下来，因为他的女儿正死死地盯着他，她的表情让人不寒而栗。

“你这个老傻瓜！”她低声地说了句，没有丝毫的怜悯，“你到底想要证明什么？我都说了奥布瑞恩是无辜的，那会儿他正和我在一起。但是，如果他不是无辜的，他也是和我在一起。如果他在花园里杀了人，那么谁是那个应该看到、应该知道这一切的人呢？你讨厌奥布瑞恩，是不是讨厌到要把你的女儿推进杀人事件里呢？”

玛格丽特对加洛韦勋爵大喊大叫。她的话语仿佛刺痛了在座的每个人内心深处的回忆，那似曾相识、曾经与爱人之间发生过的噩梦般的悲剧。他们看着那个骄傲的、面色发白的苏格兰贵族女孩和他的爱人——爱尔兰“冒险家”，他们就像是黑色小屋中的古老画像。之后，又是一阵沉默，这种长时间的沉寂很容易让人联想到被谋杀的丈夫以及恶毒的情妇。

突然，一个单纯的声音打破了这种可怕的沉寂：“那是一根很长的雪茄吗？”

这个话题的转换是如此突然，人们很快便转移了注意力，纷纷环顾四周，想找到那个说话的人。

“我的意思是，”小个子神父布朗在屋子的一角说道，“我是说布雷恩先生抽的那根雪茄，似乎有一根手杖那么长。”

尽管此番谈话与案件没有直接关系，但是瓦伦丁抬起头的时候，脸上流露出了怒意，不过他也表示赞同。

“你说得没错，”他赶忙说，“伊万，再去看一下布雷恩先生，立刻把他带到这里来。”

家务总管立刻关上门，瓦伦丁很认真地对玛格丽特说：“玛格丽特小姐，”他说，“我确信，我们在场的各位都对您能屈尊为奥布瑞恩长官澄清事实的行为表示衷心的感谢和由衷的钦佩。但是，这中间有一个漏洞。我记得加洛韦勋爵说过，他遇见你的时候，你正离开书房到会客厅，而仅仅几分钟之后，他到了花园，发现奥布瑞恩在那里。”



“我发誓 ， 他从来没有干过这样的事 。”

“你记住，”玛格丽特轻蔑地回答道，“我那时刚刚拒绝了他，所以我们没有挽着胳膊回去。无论如何，他是一位绅士，所以他在后面徘徊——因此才被牵扯进这桩谋杀案。”

“就这么一会儿，”瓦伦丁郑重其事地说，“他真的可以……”

又有人敲门，是伊万，他那带着伤疤的脸探了进来。

“请原谅，先生，”他说，“布雷恩先生已经离开了这里。”

“离开了？”瓦伦丁立刻站起来喊道。

“他已经离开了，溜走了，不见了，”伊万用滑稽的法语回答道，“他的衣帽也不见了。我跑到房子外面去寻找有关他的线索，还真找到一条，而且是条很重要的线索。”

“你的意思是？”瓦伦丁问道。

“我这就拿给您看。”伊万说着便拿过来一把闪闪发光的骑士军刀，刀尖和刀刃上还有斑斑血迹。房间里的每个人都感到非常震惊，但是老练的伊万非常平静地接着说道：“我发现了这个。它被丢在去巴黎的路旁五十码开外的灌木丛里。换句话说，当那位尊敬的布雷恩先生跑掉时，他把这把刀丢在那里，刚好被我发现了。”

又是一阵沉寂，不过，这时的沉寂已经与之前有所不同。瓦伦丁拿起军刀，仔细检查了一番，不动声色地凝神思考了片刻，然后毕恭毕敬地对奥布瑞恩说：“长官，我相信，要是警察想要检查您的武器的话，您会毫不犹豫地呈上来。”与此同时，瓦伦丁拍着铮铮作响的军刀背继续说：“我把它物归原主。”

这个富有军事特点的动作，使得在场的人情不自禁地鼓起掌来。

这对于奥布瑞恩来说确实是个转机。于是，他在黎明时分再次来到那充满神秘色彩的花园中散步。那些对他不利的言行，此时对于这个有风度的人来说已经烟消云散了。他是一个善于寻找快乐的人。加洛韦勋爵是一位绅士，他向奥布瑞恩道了歉。玛格丽特小姐昨晚的所作所为不是一个普通女性可以做得到的。早餐前，当她和奥布瑞恩在茂盛的花丛中漫步时，玛格丽特可能会给他比歉意更美妙的东西。众人的心情也一下子愉快轻松起来，尽管疑问悬而未决，但至少他们不再是被怀疑的对象，因为目标已经转移到那个飞往巴黎的、陌生的千万富翁身上了——人们对他了解甚少。那个恶魔也被赶了出去——他自己把自己赶了出去。

谜团尚未解开，花园里奥布瑞恩坐在西蒙医生旁边，这个思维敏捷的科学家立即重新谈起了这件事。他没能从奥布瑞恩口中得到什么，奥布瑞恩的思绪早就转移到更加愉快的事上了。

“我对此确实不怎么感兴趣，”奥布瑞恩坦率地说，“尤其是现在，当整个案件变得越来越清晰的时候。显然，布雷恩由于某些原因，和死者有了过节，随后把他引诱到花园里，用我的刀对他下了毒手。然后他逃离了这个城市，在离开的时候他扔掉了这把刀。对了，伊万告诉我在那具男尸的口袋里发现了一张美元，所以可以推断出他是布雷恩的同胞。如此看来，一切就更加明晰了，我看不出解决这件事还有什么困难。”

“这个案件有五大疑点，”西蒙医生平静地说，“就像一层层的高墙。别误会，我认为这不是布雷恩干的。我想，他的擅自离开正好证明了他的清白。问题的关键是，他如何离开这里的。疑点一：为什么一个人会选择如此笨重的武器来杀害另一个人呢？他完全可以用折叠刀，这样在杀人之后还可以放回口袋，神不知鬼不觉。疑点二：为什么没有听到任何噪音和呼喊声？难道一个人看到有人向他挥舞着一把利刃，会见怪不怪地安静面对？疑点三：仆人整晚都看守着大门，就连老鼠都难以进入瓦伦丁的花园。那死者又是如何进入的呢？疑点四：在同样的情况下，布雷恩又是如何走出花园的？”

“疑点五，”西蒙医生边说边盯着从小径慢慢朝这边走来的英国神父布朗。

“我想，以上这些都不重要，”西蒙医生说，“我认为最奇怪的是，当我第一次检查死者的头部，想要弄清死者的脑袋是如何被砍掉的时候，我想凶手一定砍了很多刀。但是经过仔细检查，我发现在被砍掉的脑袋上有很多刀痕，这就是说，这些刀痕是在死者的头被砍下后留下的。难道布雷恩对这个家伙如此憎恨，非得在月光下对一个尸体连砍数刀？”

“真恐怖！”奥布瑞恩不寒而栗地说道。

当他们正在谈论的时候，小个子神父布朗过来了。他站在一旁，略微有些腼腆，直到他们谈完，才怯生生地说：

“对不起，打扰了，不过，我是奉命来给你们传递消息的！”

“消息？”西蒙边问边盯着他，他的脸上显出一种痛苦的表情。

“是的，抱歉，”布朗神父不紧不慢地说，“你们知道吗？又出事了。”

这两人一下子站了起来，把椅子弄得左右摇晃。

“这桩案件也是同样离奇，”神父目光呆滞地盯着杜鹃花，接着说，“这个案子像上一个那样惨不忍睹，也是一桩斩头案。这第二个脑袋被发现时还在淌血，一直淌到旁边的河里，而这条河距离布雷恩前往巴黎的那条路只有几码远。所以，人们在猜想他……”

“哦，上帝啊！”奥布瑞恩喊道，“难道布雷恩是个偏执狂？”

“这是美国人之间的深仇大恨，”神父面无表情地说，还加了一句，“他们想让二位来图书馆看一下。”

奥布瑞恩长官跟着其他人一起去现场查看，他感觉马上就要呕吐了。作为军人，他恨透了这种血淋淋的场面，这种惨无人道的肢解手段何时才能停止？第一个死者的脑袋被砍掉，第二个也是如此，在这样的情况下（他感到非常悲哀），说“两个脑袋胜过一个脑袋”，真是荒唐可笑。他穿过书房的时候，在瓦伦丁的桌子上看到一幅令人震惊的彩色图片，他险些摔倒。那是一颗正在滴血的脑袋，这是第三颗了！那颗脑袋不是别人的，正是瓦伦丁自己的！他又看了一眼，才看清这只是民族主义报纸《断头台》上的一张图，这个栏目每周都会把一个政治敌对分子被处决之后翻着白眼的扭曲表情公之于众。因为瓦伦丁是他们的政敌，所以这期他是“主角”。奥布瑞恩是爱尔兰人，所以他认为这简直不可理喻。他对法国对待知识分子的这种野蛮把戏感到恶心。他认为，从怪异的哥特式教堂到报纸上的讽刺漫画，法国全国上下都是如此。他想起了那句人人皆知的、关于法国大革命的玩笑话。他把这整座城市看作一个丑陋无比的敌人，从瓦伦丁的那幅残暴不堪的图片，到巴黎圣母院充斥着邪恶笑容的怪兽状滴水嘴。

图书馆低矮、阴暗，只有从低低的百叶窗透进的光线带来的一些晨曦的气息。瓦伦丁和他的仆人伊万在一张微微倾斜的长条形书桌边等着他们，书桌上面放着两具尸体，在微弱的光线下，看起来像个庞然大物。那黑色的身躯、黄色的脸，与在花园里发现时基本没什么两样。第二颗脑袋是那天早晨在河里的芦苇丛中用钓竿吊起来的，湿漉漉地放在另一颗旁边。瓦伦丁的手下正在搜寻第二具尸首的残留部分，它们有可能漂浮在水面上。而布朗神父似乎没有像奥布瑞恩这么敏感，他走到第二颗脑袋前，仔细地检查。这颗头似乎全是湿漉漉的白发，在晨光的照射下，白发闪着一缕缕银光。他紫色的丑陋面容，像是罪犯那种类型的，似乎是在丢进河里时撞到了树上或者是石头上。

“早上好，奥布瑞恩长官，”瓦伦丁郑重其事地说，“我猜你已经知道布雷恩在‘屠宰场’的最新试验品了吧？”

满头白发的布朗神父此时还在俯身查看那颗脑袋，他头也没抬地说：

“我想，这一定也是布雷恩干的。”

“哦，从常识来看确实如此，”瓦伦丁手插在口袋里说，“和上个命案的作案手法一模一样。距离上一个案件也只有几码，所使用的凶器也是同一个。”

“是的，是的，我知道，”布朗神父谦恭地回答道，“但是，我怀疑布雷恩是否能砍下这颗脑袋。”

“为什么不能呢？”西蒙医生冷静地问道。

“哦，医生，”神父抬起头，眨着眼睛说，“一个人能砍掉自己的脑袋吗？我还真不清楚。”

奥布瑞恩感到自己的耳朵“嗡”的一声，只见西蒙医生猛地直起身，把他那湿漉漉的白头发向后撩去。

“噢，毫无疑问，他就是布雷恩，”神父平静地说，“他的左耳朵上确实有个口子。”

瓦伦丁一直专注地注视着神父，他张开一直紧闭着的嘴，一针见血地说道：“看来你对他了如指掌啊，布朗神父。”

“我确实对他比较了解，”布朗神父轻描淡写地回答道，“我与他一起待了几个星期，他正在考虑加入我们教会。”

瓦伦丁眼睛一亮，他拳头紧握，大步迈向神父。“可能，”他鄙夷地喊道，“可能他想要把所有的钱都留给你们教会。”

“可能是吧，”布朗神父漫不经心地说，“这有可能。”

“要是那样的话，”瓦伦丁怪笑着说，“他的事情你还真是知道不少。他的生活以及他的……”

奥布瑞恩长官把手搭在瓦伦丁肩膀上。“别胡说八道，你这是诽谤，瓦伦丁，”他说，“小心有更多的人掉脑袋。”

瓦伦丁（镇定而谦恭地注视着神父）已经恢复了常态，“哦，”他立刻说，“个人的意见可以先保留，各位绅士务必信守承诺，不要擅自离开，并且互相监督。各位想要了解更多其他情况，可以向伊万询问，我必须公事公办，并向局里打报告。我们不能再隐瞒下去了。我一会儿会去书房写报告，有任何新的情况，请速来找我。”

“还有其他新的情况吗，伊万？”瓦伦丁局长刚迈着大步出去，西蒙医生就过来问道。

“我想，是有一件事，先生，”伊万皱着他那张灰色的脸说，“不过从某方面来说确实很重要。关于那个你在草坪上找到的老家伙，”他毫不客气地指着那个脸色发黄的黑色尸体说，“不管怎么说，有人告诉了我们他是谁。”

“真的？”西蒙医生惊讶地喊道，“那他是谁呢？”

“他的名字叫阿诺德·贝克尔，”伊万说，“不过，他还有许多化名。他是那种到处乱窜的流氓，据我们所知，他在美国待过，就是在那里和布雷恩结仇的。我们没怎么和他打过交道，因为大部分时间他都是在德国活动。我们倒是和德国警察局进行了沟通。但是很奇怪，他还有一个双胞胎兄弟，名叫路易斯·贝克尔，我们倒是和他经常打交道。事实上，就在昨天，他被执行死刑了。哦，这真是一个离奇的案件。先生们，当我看到这家伙躺在草坪上的时候，从未如此惊讶过。要不是我们曾亲眼见到路易斯·贝克尔被执以死刑，我发誓，这个躺在草坪上的人就是他。缓过神来，我才记起他有个双胞胎兄弟在德国，于是就按这条线索追踪下去……”

伊万不再解释了，因为这会儿没人听他的了。奥布瑞恩长官和西蒙医生都盯着布朗神父，布朗神父僵硬地跳起来，死死地按着太阳穴，就像一个突然剧烈头痛的人。

“停！停！停！”他喊道，“别再说了，我已经明白了一大半。上帝，请赐予我力量吧！让我的脑袋足够聪明，揭开所有的谜团！上帝，快来帮帮我！我向来善于思考，我曾经阐释过《阿奎那宝典》的每一页。快让我的脑袋一分为二——或者找出答案！现在，我才弄清楚一半——仅仅一半！”

他把头埋在手中，站在那里，就像一个正在经历痛苦和折磨的思考者或者祷告者，而其他三个人对于这混乱的十二个小时内所发生的奇事，只能继续观望。

布朗神父把手拿下来时，看起来一脸严肃，但是精神饱满，像个孩子。他重重地叹了口气，说道：“我们尽快处理这件事吧。听我说，这是让众人信服的最佳办法。”他对西蒙说，“西蒙医生，你思维敏捷，我听说你早上推断出五大疑点。那么，如果你想要弄清楚的话，就让我来回答。”

西蒙满腹狐疑，就连眼镜从鼻梁上滑了下来，他都没有发现，他立刻回答道：“好吧，疑点一：为什么用匕首就可以杀人，却要用笨重的军刀？”



“因为用匕首砍不下来脑袋，”布朗冷静地说，“对这桩案件而言，砍下脑袋是绝对有必要的。”

“为什么？”奥布瑞恩饶有兴趣地问道。

“下一个疑点？”布朗神父问道。

“为什么死者没有叫喊或是发出声音？”西蒙医生又问，“在花园里出现军刀确实不同寻常。”



“树枝，”神父沮丧地说着，转向窗户，看着案发现场，“没有人注意到树枝这个关键细节。为什么它们会出现在离树木很远的草坪上？它们不是被折断的，而是被砍掉的。凶手当时正用军刀耍着把戏，以此来吸引死者的注意力，让他看如何在半空中砍断树枝，或者诸如此类的把戏。接着，当死者低头看被砍下的树枝时，军刀不动声色地砍来，然后人头落地。”

“哦，”西蒙医生慢吞吞地说，“这听起来似乎合情合理。但是接下来的两个疑点，你又将作何解释？”

神父依然站在那里，一脸严肃地盯着窗外，停顿了一下，接着说：

“这个花园被严密地包围起来，犹如一个密不透风的房间，既然如此，那么这个陌生男子又是如何进到花园里来的？”

小个子神父没有转身，回答道：“花园里从来没有出现过任何陌生人。”

又是一阵沉寂。突然，一阵孩子般咯咯的笑声打破了这种紧张的气氛。布朗神父的这番荒谬的解释引起了伊万的公然嘲笑。

“噢！”伊万喊道，“那么，难道我们昨晚没有把一个笨重的尸体拖到沙发上？他从来就没有走进花园？”

“走进花园？”布朗若有所思地重复道，“不，不完全是。”

“真该死，”西蒙喊道，“一个人进了花园或者没有进来。”

“不一定非得如此，”神父微微一笑，说道，“下个疑问是什么，医生？”

“我想你病得不轻，”西蒙医生尖锐地喊道，“你要是愿意回答的话，我的下一个疑问是，布雷恩是如何走出花园的？”

“他没有走出花园。”神父说，他依然望着窗外。

“难道他没有离开过花园？”西蒙突然喊道。

“不完全是这样。”布朗神父说。

西蒙挥舞着拳头，表现出典型的法国式狂躁。“一个人离开了花园，或者没离开过。”他喊道。

“也不完全是这样。”布朗神父说。

西蒙医生不耐烦地猛地站起来。“我不会把多余的时间浪费在这毫无意义的谈话上，”他怒气冲冲地喊道，“如果你不知道这个人到底是在墙里还是墙外，那么我不会再烦你。”

“医生，”神父彬彬有礼地说，“我们一直相处得不错，看在老朋友的分上，赶快告诉我你的第五个疑问。”

西蒙不耐烦地坐到门边的椅子上，轻描淡写地说道：“脑袋和肩膀的分离方式非常蹊跷，好像是死者死后才被砍掉的。”

“是的，”神父一动不动地说，“这样做只是为了让你更相信自己做出的错误假设是对的，让你认为这颗脑袋属于这个尸体。”

人的大脑无边无际，那里可以制造一切罪恶，它们在奥布瑞恩的脑袋里迅速滋生。他仿佛看到了很多善男信女混杂在一起，在那里，男人有了不寻常的生育能力。一个神父用苍老的声音说道：“离开这个可怕的花园，那里结着双面果。赶快逃离这个邪恶的花园，那里有一个死人的两颗脑袋。”然而，当这个罪恶的念头闪过他那古老的爱尔兰灵魂时，法国式的智慧最终还是占了上风，于是他和其他人一样满腹狐疑地听着这个古怪神父的言论。

布朗神父最后转了过来，倚窗而立，脸埋在阴影里。尽管如此，大家还是可以看出来，他的脸如死灰一样苍白，但是他说话时还是那么有条不紊。

“各位绅士，”布朗说，“你们在花园里找到的陌生尸体并不是贝克尔，花园里也没有任何陌生人的尸体。这只是西蒙医生的推理，我可以确定，你们看到的只是贝克尔身体的一部分。看这里！”（他指着那个神秘尸体的黑色身躯）“你们有生以来确实没有见过那个人，你们曾经见过这个人吗？”

他迅速地把那个陌生的黄色秃头踢开，然后把旁边那个白头发的脑袋安了上去，完全吻合。毫无疑问，躺着的这个人就是朱利叶斯·布雷恩。

“凶手，”布朗继续平静地说道，“把仇人的头砍下，然后把军刀扔到墙外。但他是个聪明人，不只把军刀扔了出去，也把那颗脑袋扔了出去。随后，他又把另外一颗脑袋匆匆安上，这样（由于他坚持私下调查），你们就把他完全想象成了另外一个人。”

“安上另外一颗脑袋？”奥布瑞恩目不转睛地问，“什么另外一颗脑袋？草地上并不会长脑袋，不是吗？”

“当然不会了，”布朗神父看着他的靴子，声音嘶哑地说，“只有一个地方会长。它就是断头台上的篮子，而它旁边就是警察局局长瓦伦丁，在谋杀前不到一小时的时间里，他就守候在那里。哦，我的朋友，在把我撕成碎片之前，再听我说一分钟。他是个诚实的人，可是由于某种合理的原因，他变得如此疯狂。但是，难道你们没有从他那冷酷、灰色的眼睛里看到一丝疯狂吗？他能干出任何事，真的是任何事，只要是与粉碎他所谓的‘十字架迷信’有关，他就会为之战斗终身。如今，他已经为此去杀人。布雷恩的万贯财产会因此分散到众多教派，如此一来，原有的格局就不会发生太大的变化，平衡也不会被打破。但是，瓦伦丁听说布雷恩对宗教持怀疑态度，并且更倾向于支持我们。如此一来，事情就不同了。布雷恩就会资助穷困而好斗的法国教会，以及包括《断头台》在内的六家民族主义报纸。此时箭已在弦上，这个狂热者不得不铤而走险。于是，瓦伦丁决定干掉这个千万富翁，他真这样干了，正如人们所看到的，这么一个大侦探也能犯一次罪。他利用犯罪学，合理地降罪于贝克尔，并砍下了他的脑袋，之后放在他的公文箱中带回了家。直到最后，他还在和布雷恩辩论，而加洛韦勋爵并没有听完他们的谈话就离开了。随后，瓦伦丁就把布雷恩领到这个密不透风的花园，讨论刀法，并用树枝和军刀来示范，然后……”

面带伤疤的伊万跳起来喊道：“你这个疯子！你应该马上去见我的主人，不然我就……”

“怎么了？我正要过去呢，”布朗郑重其事地说，“我必须让他去坦白交代所有一切。”

人们都跟在一脸严肃的布朗身后，就像挟着一个人质或是祭品。大家涌到瓦伦丁的书房时，突然停了下来。

大侦探瓦伦丁坐在桌边，他显然太专注了，以至于没有听到门口的动静。大家停了一会儿，西蒙医生发现在瓦伦丁笔直优雅的后背上有什么东西，便猛地跑过去碰了他一下。人们看见在瓦伦丁的胳膊肘边有一个小药盒子，瓦伦丁死在了椅子上，而他那毫无表情的脸上还带着比加图还自豪的神情。

Aristide Valentin, Chief of the Paris Police, was late for his dinner, and some of his guests began to arrive before him. These were, however, reassured by his confidential servant, Ivan, the old man with a scar, and a face almost as grey as his moustaches, who always sat at a table in the entrance hall—a hall hung with weapons. Valentin's house was perhaps as peculiar and celebrated as its master. It was an old house, with high walls and tall poplars almost overhanging the Seine; but the oddity—and perhaps the police value of its architecture was this: that there was no ultimate exit at all except through this front door, which was guarded by Ivan and the armoury. The garden was large and elaborate, and there were many exits from the house into the garden. But there was no exit from the garden into the world outside; all round it ran a tall, smooth, unscalable wall with special spikes at the top; no bad garden, perhaps, for a man to reflect in whom some hundred criminals had sworn to kill.

As Ivan explained to the guests, their host had telephoned that he was detained for ten minutes. He was, in truth, making some last arrangements about executions and such ugly things; and though these duties were rootedly repulsive to him, he always performed them with precision. Ruthless in the pursuit of criminals, he was very mild about their punishment. Since he had been supreme over French—and largely over European—policial methods, his great influence had been honourably used for the mitigation of sentences and the purification of prisons. He was one of the great humanitarian French freethinkers; and the only thing wrong with them is that they make mercy even colder than justice.

When Valentin arrived he was already dressed in black clothes and the red rosette—an elegant figure, his dark beard already streaked with grey. He went straight through his house to his study, which opened on the grounds behind. The garden door of it was open, and after he had carefully locked his box in its official place, he stood for a few seconds at the open door looking out upon the garden. A sharp moon was fighting with the flying rags and tatters of a storm, and Valentin regarded it with a wistfulness unusual in such scientific natures as his. Perhaps such scientific natures have some psychic prevision of the most tremendous problem of their lives. From any such occult mood, at least, he quickly recovered, for he knew he was late, and that his guests had already begun to arrive.

A glance at his drawing-room when he entered it was enough to make certain that his principal guest was not there, at any rate. He saw all the other pillars of the little party; he saw Lord Galloway, the English Ambassador—a choleric old man with a russet face like an apple, wearing the blue ribbon of the Garter. He saw Lady Galloway, slim and threadlike, with silver hair and a face sensitive and superior. He saw her daughter, Lady Margaret Graham, a pale and pretty girl with an elfish face and coppercoloured hair. He saw the Duchess of Mont St. Michel, blackeyed and opulent, and with her her two daughters, black-eyed and opulent also. He saw Dr Simon, a typical French scientist, with glasses, a pointed brown beard, and a forehead barred with those parallel wrinkles which are the penalty of superciliousness, since they come through constantly elevating the eyebrows. He saw Father Brown, of Cobhole, in Essex, whom he had recently met in England.

He saw—perhaps with more interest than any of these—a tall man in uniform, who had bowed to the Galloways without receiving any very hearty acknowledgment, and who now advanced alone to pay his respects to his host. This was Commandant O'Brien, of the French Foreign Legion. He was a slim yet somewhat swaggering figure, clean-shaven, dark-haired, and blue-eyed, and, as seemed natural in an officer of that famous regiment of victorious failures and successful suicides, he had an air at once dashing and melancholy. He was by birth an Irish gentleman, and in boyhood had known the Galloways—especially Margaret Graham. He had left his country after some crash of debts, and now expressed his complete freedom from British etiquette by swinging about in uniform, sabre and spurs. When he bowed to the Ambassador's family, Lord and Lady Galloway bent stiffly, and Lady Margaret looked away.

But for whatever old causes such people might be interested in each other, their distinguished host was not specially interested in them. No one of them at least was in his eyes the guest of the evening. Valentin was expecting, for special reasons, a man of world-wide fame, whose friendship he had secured during some of his great detective tours and triumphs in the United States. He was expecting Julius K. Brayne, that multi-millionaire whose colossal and even crushing endowments of small religions have occasioned so much easy support and easier solemnity for the American and English papers. Nobody could quite make out whether Mr Brayne was an atheist or a Mormon or a Christian Scientist; but he was ready to pour money into any intellectual vessel, so long as it was an untried vessel. One of his hobbies was to wait for the American Shakespeare—a hobby more patient than angling. He admired Walt Whitman, but thought that Luke P. Tanner, of Paris, Pa., was more“progressive”than Whitman any day. He liked anything that he thought“progressive.”He thought Valentin“progressive”, thereby doing him a grave injustice.



The solid appearance of Julius K. Brayne in the room was as decisive as a dinner bell. He had this great quality, which very few of us can claim, that his presence was as big as his absence.

He was a huge fellow, as fat as he was tall, clad in complete evening black, without so much relief as a watch-chain or a ring. His hair was white and well brushed back like a German's; his face was red, fierce and cherubic, with one dark tuft under the lower lip that threw up that otherwise infantile visage with an effect theatrical and even Mephistophelean. Not long, however, did that salon merely stare at the celebrated American; his lateness had already become a domestic problem, and he was sent with all speed into the dining-room with Lady Galloway on his arm.

Except on one point the Galloways were genial and casual enough. So long as Lady Margaret did not take the arm of that adventurer O'Brien, her father was quite satisfied; and she had not done so, she had decorously gone in with Dr Simon. Nevertheless, old Lord Galloway was restless and almost rude.

He was diplomatic enough during dinner, but when, over the cigars, three of the younger men—Simon the doctor, Brown the priest and the detrimental O'Brien (the exile in a foreign uniform)—all melted away to mix with the ladies or smoke in the conservatory, then the English diplomatist grew very undiplomatic indeed. He was stung every sixty seconds with the thought that the scamp O'Brien might be signalling to Margaret somehow; he did not attempt to imagine how. He was left over the coffee with Brayne, the hoary Yankee who believed in all religions, and Valentin, the grizzled Frenchman who believed in none. They could argue with each other, but neither could appeal to him. After a time this“progressive”logomachy had reached a crisis of tedium; Lord Galloway got up also and sought the drawing-room. He lost his way in long passages for some six or eight minutes, till he heard the high-pitched, didactic voice of the doctor, and then the dull voice of the priest, followed by general laughter. They also, he thought with a curse, were probably arguing about“science and religion”. But the instant he opened the salon door he saw only one thing—he saw what was not there. He saw that Commandant O'Brien was absent, and that Lady Margaret was absent, too.

Rising impatiently from the drawing-room, as he had from the dining-room, he stamped along the passage once more. His notion of protecting his daughter from the Irish-Algerianer-do-weel had become something central and even mad in his mind. As he went towards the back of the house, where was Valentin's study, he was surprised to meet his daughter, who swept past with a white, scornful face, which was a second enigma. If she had been with O'Brien, where was O'Brien! If she had not been with O'Brien, where had she been? With a sort of senile and passionate suspicion he groped his way to the dark back parts of the mansion, and eventually found a servants'entrance that opened on to the garden. The moon with her scimitar had now ripped up and rolled away all the storm-wrack. The argent light lit up all four corners of the garden. A tall figure in blue was striding across the lawn towards the study door; a glint of moonlit silver on his facings picked him out as Commandant O'Brien.

He vanished through the French windows into the house, leaving Lord Galloway in an indescribable temper, at once virulent and vague. The blue-and-silver garden, like a scene in a theatre, seemed to taunt him with all that tyrannic tenderness against which his worldly authority was at war. The length and grace of the Irishman's stride enraged him as if he were a rival instead of a father; the moonlight maddened him. He was trapped as if by magic into a garden of troubadours, a Watteau fairyland; and, willing to shake off such amorous imbecilities by speech, he stepped briskly after his enemy. As he did so he tripped over some tree or stone in the grass; looked down at it first with irritation and then a second time with curiosity. The next instant the moon and the tall poplars looked at an unusual sight—an elderly English diplomatist running hard and crying or bellowing as he ran.

His hoarse shouts brought a pale face to the study door, the beaming glasses and worried brow of Dr Simon, who heard the nobleman's first clear words. Lord Galloway was crying:“A corpse in the grass—a blood-stained corpse.”O'Brien at last had gone utterly out of his mind.

“We must tell Valentin at once.”said the doctor, when the other had brokenly described all that he had dared to examine.“It is fortunate that he is here.”And even as he spoke the great detective entered the study, attracted by the cry. It was almost amusing to note his typical transformation; he had come with the common concern of a host and a gentleman, fearing that some guest or servant was ill. When he was told the gory fact, he turned with all his gravity instantly bright and businesslike; for this, however abrupt and awful, was his business.

“Strange, gentlemen,”he said as they hurried out into the garden,“that I should have hunted mysteries all over the earth, and now one comes and settles in my own back-yard. But where is the place?”They crossed the lawn less easily, as a slight mist had begun to rise from the river; but under the guidance of the shaken Galloway they found the body sunken in deep grass — the body of a very tall and broad-shouldered man. He lay face downwards, so they could only see that his big shoulders were clad in black cloth, and that his big head was bald, except for a wisp or two of brown hair that clung to his skull like wet seaweed. A scarlet serpent of blood crawled from under his fallen face.

“At least,”said Simon, with a deep and singular intonation,“he is none of our party.”

“Examine him, doctor,”cried Valentin rather sharply.“he may not be dead.”

The doctor bent down.“He is not quite cold, but I am afraid he is dead enough,”he answered.“just help me to lift him up.”

They lifted him carefully an inch from the ground, and all doubts as to his being really dead were settled at once and frightfully. The head fell away. It had been entirely sundered from the body; whoever had cut his throat had managed to sever the neck as well. Even Valentin was slightly shocked.“He must have been as strong as a gorilla.”he muttered.

Not without a shiver, though he was used to anatomical abortions, Dr Simon lifted the head. It was slightly slashed about the neck and jaw, but the face was substantially unhurt. It was a ponderous, yellow face, at once sunken and swollen, with a hawklike nose and heavy lids—a face of a wicked Roman emperor, with, perhaps, a distant touch of a Chinese emperor. All present seemed to look at it with the coldest eye of ignorance. Nothing else could be noted about the man except that, as they had lifted his body, they had seen underneath it the white gleam of a shirt-front defaced with a red gleam of blood. As Dr Simon said, the man had never been of their party. But he might very well have been trying to join it, for he had come dressed for such an occasion.

Valentin went down on his hands and knees and examined with his closest professional attention the grass and ground for some twenty yards round the body, in which he was assisted less skillfully by the doctor, and quite vaguely by the English lord. Nothing rewarded their grovellings except a few twigs, snapped or chopped into very small lengths, which Valentin lifted for an instant's examination and then tossed away.

“Twigs,”he said gravely,“twigs, and a total stranger with his head cut off; that is all there is on this lawn.”

There was an almost creepy stillness, and then the unnerved Galloway called out sharply:“Who's that! Who's that over there by the garden wall!”

A small figure with a foolishly large head drew waveringly near them in the moonlit haze; looked for an instant like a goblin, but turned out to be the harmless little priest whom they had left in the drawing-room.

“I say,”he said meekly,“there are no gates to this garden, do you know.”

Valentin's black brows had come together somewhat crossly, as they did on principle at the sight of the cassock. But he was far too just a man to deny the relevance of the remark.“You are right,”he said.“Before we find out how he came to be killed, we may have to find out how he came to be here. Now listen to me, gentlemen. If it can be done without prejudice to my position and duty, we shall all agree that certain distinguished names might well be kept out of this. There are ladies, gentlemen, and there is a foreign ambassador. If we must mark it down as a crime, then it must be followed up as a crime. But till then I can use my own discretion. I am the head of the police; I am so public that I can afford to be private. Please Heaven, I will clear everyone of my own guests before I call in my men to look for anybody else. Gentlemen, upon your honour, you will none of you leave the house till tomorrow at noon; there are bedrooms for all. Simon, I think you know where to find my man, Ivan, in the front hall; he is a confidential man. Tell him to leave another servant on guard and come to me at once. Lord Galloway, you are certainly the best person to tell the ladies what has happened, and prevent a panic. They also must stay. Father Brown and I will remain with the body.”

When this spirit of the captain spoke in Valentin he was obeyed like a bugle. Dr Simon went through to the armoury and routed out Ivan, the public detective's private detective. Galloway went to the drawing-room and told the terrible news tactfully enough, so that by the time the company assembled there the ladies were already startled and already soothed. Meanwhile the good priest and the good atheist stood at the head and foot of the dead man motionless in the moonlight, like symbolic statues of their two philosophies of death.



Ivan, the confidential man with the scar and the moustaches, came out of the house like a cannon ball, and came racing across the lawn to Valentin like a dog to his master. His livid face was quite lively with the glow of this domestic detective story, and it was with almost unpleasant eagerness that he asked his master's permission to examine the remains.

“Yes, look, if you like, Ivan,”said Valentin,“but don't be long. We must go in and thrash this out in the house.”

Ivan lifted the head, and then almost let it drop.

“Why,”he gasped,“it's—no, it isn't; it can't be. Do you know this man, sir?”

“No,”said Valentin indifferently,“we had better go inside.”

Between them they carried the corpse to a sofa in the study, and then all made their way to the drawing-room.

The detective sat down at a desk quietly, and even without hesitation; but his eye was the iron eye of a judge at assize. He made a few rapid notes upon paper in front of him, and then said shortly:“Is everybody here?”

“Not Mr Brayne,”said the Duchess of Mont St. Michel, looking round.

“No.”said Lord Galloway in a hoarse, harsh voice.“And not Mr Neil O'Brien, I fancy. I saw that gentleman walking in the garden when the corpse was still warm.”

“Ivan,”said the detective,“go and fetch Commandant O'Brien and Mr Brayne. Mr Brayne, I know, is finishing a cigar in the dining-room; Commandant O'Brien, I think, is walking up and down the conservatory. I am not sure.”

The faithful attendant flashed from the room, and before anyone could stir or speak Valentin went on with the same soldierly swiftness of exposition.

“Everyone here knows that a dead man has been found in the garden, his head cut clean from his body. Dr Simon, you have examined it. Do you think that to cut a man's throat like that would need great force? Or, perhaps, only a very sharp knife?”

“I should say that it could not be done with a knife at all,”said the pale doctor.

“Have you any thought,”resumed Valentin,“of a tool with which it could be done?”

“Speaking within modern probabilities, I really haven't.”said the doctor, arching his painful brows.“It's not easy to hack a neck through even clumsily, and this was a very clean cut. It could be done with a battle-axe or an old headsman's axe, or an old twohanded sword.”

“But, good heavens!”cried the Duchess, almost in hysterics,“There aren't any two-handed swords and battle-axes round here.”

Valentin was still busy with the paper in front of him.“Tell me,”he said, still writing rapidly,“could it have been done with a long French cavalry sabre?”

A low knocking came at the door, which, for some unreasonable reason, curdled everyone's blood like the knocking in Macbeth. Amid that frozen silence Dr Simon managed to say:“A sabre—yes, I suppose it could.”

“Thank you,”said Valentin.“come in, Ivan.”

The confidential Ivan opened the door and ushered in Commandant Neil O'Brien, whom he had found at last pacing the garden again.

The Irish officer stood up disordered and defiant on the threshold.“What do you want with me?”he cried.

“Please sit down,”said Valentin in pleasant, level tones.“Why, you aren't wearing your sword. Where is it?”

“I left it on the library table.”said O'Brien, his brogue deepening in his disturbed mood.“It was a nuisance, it was getting—”

“Ivan,”said Valentin,“please go and get the Commandant's sword from the library.”Then, as the servant vanished,“Lord Galloway says he saw you leaving the garden just before he found the corpse. What were you doing in the garden?”

The Commandant flung himself recklessly into a chair.“Oh,”he cried in pure Irish,“admiring the moon. Communing with Nature, me?”

A heavy silence sank and endured, and at the end of it came again that trivial and terrible knocking. Ivan reappeared, carrying an empty steel scabbard.“This is all I can find.”he said.

“Put it on the table.”said Valentin, without looking up.

There was an inhuman silence in the room, like that sea of inhuman silence round the dock of the condemned murderer. The Duchess's weak exclamations had long ago died away. Lord Galloway's swollen hatred was satisfied and even sobered. The voice that came was quite unexpected.

“I think I can tell you.”cried Lady Margaret, in that clear, quivering voice with which a courageous woman speaks publicly.“I can tell you what Mr O'Brien was doing in the garden, since he is bound to silence. He was asking me to marry him. I refused; I said in my family circumstances I could give him nothing but my respect. He was a little angry at that, he did not seem to think much of my respect. I wonder,”she added, with rather a wan smile,“if he will care at all for it now. For I offer it him now. I will swear anywhere that he never did a thing like this.”

Lord Galloway had edged up to his daughter, and was intimidating her in what he imagined to be an undertone.“Hold your tongue, Maggie.”he said in a thunderous whisper.“Why should you shield the fellow? Where's his sword? Where's his confounded cavalry—”

He stopped because of the singular stare with which his daughter was regarding him, a look that was indeed a lurid magnet for the whole group.

“You old fool!”she said in a low voice without pretence of piety,“what do you suppose you are trying to prove? I tell you this man was innocent while with me. But if he wasn't innocent, he was still with me. If he murdered a man in the garden, who was it who must have seen—who must at least have known? Do you hate Neil so much as to put your own daughter—”

Lady Galloway screamed. Everyone else sat tingling at the touch of those satanic tragedies that have been between lovers before now. They saw the proud, white face of the Scotch aristocrat and her lover, the Irish adventurer, like old portraits in a dark house. The long silence was full of formless historical memories of murdered husbands and poisonous paramours.

In the centre of this morbid silence an innocent voice said:“Was it a very long cigar?”

The change of thought was so sharp that they had to look round to see who had spoken.

“I mean,”said little Father Brown, from the corner of the room,“I mean that cigar Mr Brayne is finishing. It seems nearly as long as a walking-stick.”

Despite the irrelevance there was assent as well as irritation in Valentin's face as he lifted his head.

“Quite right,”he remarked sharply,“Ivan, go and see about Mr Brayne again, and bring him here at once.”

The instant the factotum had closed the door, Valentin addressed the girl with an entirely new earnestness.

“Lady Margaret,”he said,“we all feel, I am sure, both gratitude and admiration for your act in rising above your lower dignity and explaining the Commandant's conduct. But there is a hiatus still. Lord Galloway, I understand, met you passing from the study to the drawing-room, and it was only some minutes afterwards that he found the garden and the Commandant still walking there.”

“You have to remember,”replied Margaret, with a faint irony in her voice,“that I had just refused him, so we should scarcely have come back arm in arm. He is a gentleman, anyhow, and he loitered behind—and so got charged with murder.”

“In those few moments,”said Valentin gravely,“he might really—”

The knock came again, and Ivan put in his scarred face.

“Beg pardon, sir,”he said,“but Mr Brayne has left the house.”

“Left!”cried Valentin, and rose for the first time to his feet.

“Gone. Scooted. Evaporated,”replied Ivan in humorous French.“His hat and coat are gone, too, and I'll tell you something to cap it all. I ran outside the house to find any traces of him, and I found one, and a big trace, too.”

“What do you mean?”asked Valentin.

“I'll show you,”said his servant, and reappeared with a flashing naked cavalry sabre, streaked with blood about the point and edge. Everyone in the room eyed it as if it were a thunderbolt; but the experienced Ivan went on quite quietly:

“I found this,”he said,“flung among the bushes fifty yards up the road to Paris. In other words, I found it just where your respectable Mr Brayne threw it when he ran away.”

There was again a silence, but of a new sort. Valentin took the sabre, examined it, reflected with unaffected concentration of thought, and then turned a respectful face to O'Brien.“Commandant,”he said,“we trust you will always produce this weapon if it is wanted for police examination. Meanwhile,”he added, slapping the steel back in the ringing scabbard,“let me return you your sword.”

At the military symbolism of the action the audience could hardly refrain from applause.

For Neil O'Brien, indeed, that gesture was the turning-point of existence. By the time he was wandering in the mysterious garden again in the colours of the morning the tragic futility of his ordinary mien had fallen from him; he was a man with many reasons for happiness. Lord Galloway was a gentleman, and had offered him an apology. Lady Margaret was something better than a lady, a woman at least, and had perhaps given him something better than an apology, as they drifted among the old flowerbeds before breakfast. The whole company was more lighthearted and humane, for though the riddle of the death remained, the load of suspicion was lifted off them all, and sent flying off to Paris with the strange millionaire—a man they hardly knew. The devil was cast out of the house—he had cast himself out.

Still, the riddle remained; and when O'Brien threw himself on a garden seat beside Dr Simon, that keenly scientific person at once resumed it. He did not get much talk out of O'Brien, whose thoughts were on pleasanter things.

“I can't say it interests me much,”said the Irishman frankly,“especially as it seems pretty plain now. Apparently Brayne hated this stranger for some reason; lured him into the garden, and killed him with my sword. Then he fled to the city, tossing the sword away as he went. By the way, Ivan tells me the dead man had a Yankee dollar in his pocket. So he was a countryman of Brayne's, and that seems to clinch it. I don't see any difficulties about the business.”

“There are five colossal difficulties,”said the doctor quietly,“like high walls within walls. Don't mistake me. I don't doubt that Brayne did it; his flight, I fancy, proves that. But as to how he did it. First difficulty: Why should a man kill another man with a great hulking sabre, when he can almost kill him with a pocket knife and put it back in his pocket? Second difficulty: Why was there no noise or outcry? Does a man commonly see another come up waving a scimitar and offer no remarks? Third difficulty: A servant watched the front door all the evening; and a rat cannot get into Valentin's garden anywhere. How did the dead man get into the garden? Fourth difficulty: Given the same conditions, how did Brayne get out of the garden?”

“And the fifth.”said Neil, with eyes fixed on the English priest who was coming slowly up the path.

“Is a trifle, I suppose,”said the doctor,“but I think an odd one. When I first saw how the head had been slashed, I supposed the assassin had struck more than once. But on examination I found many cuts across the truncated section; in other words, they were struck after the head was off. Did Brayne hate his foe so fiendishly that he stood sabring his body in the moonlight?”

“Horrible!”said O'Brien, and shuddered.

The little priest, Brown, had arrived while they were talking, and had waited, with characteristic shyness, till they had finished. Then he said awkwardly:

“I say, I'm sorry to interrupt. But I was sent to tell you the news!”

“News?”repeated Simon, and stared at him rather painfully through his glasses.

“Yes, I'm sorry,”said Father Brown mildly.“There's been another murder, you know.”

Both men on the seat sprang up, leaving it rocking.

“And, what's stranger still,”continued the priest, with his dull eye on the rhododendrons,“it's the same disgusting sort; it's another beheading. They found the second head actually bleeding into the river, a few yards along Brayne's road to Paris; so they suppose that he—”

“Great Heaven!”cried O'Brien.“Is Brayne a monomaniac?”

“There are American vendettas,”said the priest impassively. Then he added,“They want you to come to the library and see it.”

Commandant O'Brien followed the others towards the inquest, feeling decidedly sick. As a soldier, he loathed all this secretive carnage; where were these extravagant amputations going to stop? First one head was hacked off, and then another; in this case (he told himself bitterly) it was not true that two heads were better than one. As he crossed the study he almost staggered at a shocking coincidence. Upon Valentin's table lay the coloured picture of yet a third bleeding head; and it was the head of Valentin himself. A second glance showed him it was only a Nationalist paper, called The Guillotine, which every week showed one of its political opponents with rolling eyes and writhing features just after execution; for Valentin was an anti-clerical of some note. But O'Brien was an Irishman, with a kind of chastity even in his sins; and his gorge rose against that great brutality of the intellect which belongs only to France. He felt Paris as a whole, from the grotesques on the Gothic churches to the gross caricatures in the newspapers. He remembered the gigantic jests of the Revolution. He saw the whole city as one ugly energy, from the sanguinary sketch lying on Valentin's table up to where, above a mountain and forest of gargoyles, the great devil grins on Notre Dame.

The library was long, low, and dark; what light entered it shot from under low blinds and had still some of the ruddy tinge of morning. Valentin and his servant Ivan were waiting for them at the upper end of a long, slightly-sloping desk, on which lay the mortal remains, looking enormous in the twilight. The big black figure and yellow face of the man found in the garden confronted them essentially unchanged. The second head, which had been fished from among the river reeds that morning, lay streaming and dripping beside it; Valentin's men were still seeking to recover the rest of this second corpse, which was supposed to be afloat. Father Brown, who did not seem to share O'Brien's sensibilities in the least, went up to the second head and examined it with his blinking care. It was little more than a mop of wet white hair, fringed with silver fire in the red and level morning light; the face, which seemed of an ugly, empurpled and perhaps criminal type, had been much battered against trees or stones as it tossed in the water.

“Good morning, Commandant O'Brien.”said Valentin, with quiet cordiality.“You have heard of Brayne's last experiment in butchery, I suppose?”

Father Brown was still bending over the head with white hair, and he said, without looking up:

“I suppose it is quite certain that Brayne cut off this head, too.”

“Well, it seems common sense.”said Valentin, with his hands in his pockets.“Killed in the same way as the other. Found within a few yards of the other. And sliced by the same weapon which we know he carried away.”

“Yes, yes; I know,”replied Father Brown submissively.“Yet, you know, I doubt whether Brayne could have cut off this head.”

“Why not?”inquired Dr Simon, with a rational stare.

“Well, doctor,”said the priest, looking up blinking,“can a man cut off his own head? I don't know.”

O'Brien felt an insane universe crashing about his ears; but the doctor sprang forward with impetuous practicality and pushed back the wet white hair.

“Oh, there's no doubt it's Brayne,”said the priest quietly.“He had exactly that chip in the left ear.”

The detective, who had been regarding the priest with steady and glittering eyes, opened his clenched mouth and said sharply:“You seem to know a lot about him, Father Brown.”

“I do,”said the little man simply.“I've been about with him for some weeks. He was thinking of joining our church.”

The star of the fanatic sprang into Valentin's eyes; he strode towards the priest with clenched hands.“And, perhaps,”he cried, with a blasting sneer,“perhaps he was also thinking of leaving all his money to your church.”

“Perhaps he was,”said Brown stolidly;“it is possible.”

“In that case,”cried Valentin, with a dreadful smile,“you may indeed know a great deal about him. About his life and about his……”

Commandant O'Brien laid a hand on Valentin's arm.“Drop that slanderous rubbish, Valentin,”he said,“or there may be more swords yet.”

But Valentin (under the steady, humble gaze of the priest) had already recovered himself.“Well,”he said shortly,“people's private opinions can wait. You gentlemen are still bound by your promise to stay; you must enforce it on yourselves — and on each other. Ivan here will tell you anything more you want to know; I must get to business and write to the authorities. We can't keep this quiet any longer. I shall be writing in my study if there is any more news.”

“Is there any more news, Ivan?”asked Dr Simon, as the chief of police strode out of the room.

“Only one more thing, I think, sir,”said Ivan, wrinkling up his grey old face,“but that's important, too, in its way. There's that old buffer you found on the lawn,”and he pointed without pretence of reverence at the big black body with the yellow head.“We've found out who he is, anyhow.”

“Indeed!”cried the astonished doctor,“and who is he?”

“His name was Arnold Becker,”said the under-detective,“though he went by many aliases. He was a wandering sort of scamp, and is known to have been in America; so that was where Brayne got his knife into him. We didn't have much to do with him ourselves, for he worked mostly in Germany. We've communicated, of course, with the German police. But, oddly enough, there was a twin brother of his, named Louis Becker, whom we had a great deal to do with. In fact, we found it necessary to guillotine him only yesterday. Well, it's a rum thing, gentlemen, but when I saw that fellow flat on the lawn I had the greatest jump of my life. If I hadn't seen Louis Becker guillotined with my own eyes, I'd have sworn it was Louis Becker lying there in the grass. Then, of course, I remembered his twin brother in Germany, and following up the clue……”

The explanatory Ivan stopped, for the excellent reason that nobody was listening to him. The Commandant and the doctor were both staring at Father Brown, who had sprung stiffly to his feet, and was holding his temples tight like a man in sudden and violent pain.

“Stop, stop, stop!”he cried,“stop talking a minute, for I see half. Will God give me strength? Will my brain make the one jump and see all? Heaven help me! I used to be fairly good at thinking. I could paraphrase any page in Aquinas once. Will my head split — or will it see? I see half — I only see half.”

He buried his head in his hands, and stood in a sort of rigid torture of thought or prayer, while the other three could only go on staring at this last prodigy of their wild twelve hours.

When Father Brown's hands fell they showed a face quite fresh and serious, like a child's. He heaved a huge sigh, and said:“Let us get this said and done with as quickly as possible. Look here, this will be the quickest way to convince you all of the truth.”He turned to the doctor.“Dr Simon,”he said,“you have a strong head-piece, and I heard you this morning asking the five hardest questions about this business. Well, if you will ask them again, I will answer them.”

Simon's pince-nez dropped from his nose in his doubt and wonder, but he answered at once.“Well, the first question, you know, is why a man should kill another with a clumsy sabre at all when a man can kill with a bodkin?”

“A man cannot behead with a bodkin,”said Brown calmly,“and for this murder beheading was absolutely necessary.”

“Why?”asked O'Brien, with interest.

“And the next question?”asked Father Brown.

“Well, why didn't the man cry out or anything?”asked the doctor,“sabres in gardens are certainly unusual.”

“Twigs.”said the priest gloomily, and turned to the window which looked on the scene of death.“No one saw the point of the twigs. Why should they lie on that lawn (look at it) so far from any tree? They were not snapped off; they were chopped off. The murderer occupied his enemy with some tricks with the sabre, showing how he could cut a branch in mid-air, or what-not. Then, while his enemy bent down to see the result, a silent slash, and the head fell.”

“Well,”said the doctor slowly,“that seems plausible enough. But my next two questions will stump anyone.”

The priest still stood looking critically out of the window and waited.

“You know how all the garden was sealed up like an air-tight chamber,”went on the doctor.“Well, how did the strange man get into the garden?”

Without turning round, the little priest answered:“There never was any strange man in the garden.”

There was a silence, and then a sudden cackle of almost childish laughter relieved the strain. The absurdity of Brown's remark moved Ivan to open taunts.

“Oh!”he cried,“then we didn't lug a great fat corpse on to a sofa last night? He hadn't got into the garden, I suppose?”

“Got into the garden?”repeated Brown reflectively.“No, not entirely.”

“Hang it all,”cried Simon,“a man gets into a garden, or he doesn't.”

“Not necessarily,”said the priest, with a faint smile.“What is the nest question, doctor?”

“I fancy you're ill,”exclaimed Dr Simon sharply;“but I'll ask the next question if you like. How did Brayne get out of the garden?”

“He didn't get out of the garden.”said the priest, still looking out of the window.

“Didn't get out of the garden?”exploded Simon.

“Not completely.”said Father Brown.

Simon shook his fists in a frenzy of French logic.“A man gets out of a garden, or he doesn't.”he cried.

“Not always.”said Father Brown.

Dr Simon sprang to his feet impatiently.“I have no time to spare on such senseless talk.”he cried angrily.“If you can't understand a man being on one side of a wall or the other, I won't trouble you further.”

“Doctor,”said the cleric very gently,“we have always got on very pleasantly together. If only for the sake of old friendship, stop and tell me your fifth question.”

The impatient Simon sank into a chair by the door and said briefly:“The head and shoulders were cut about in a queer way. It seemed to be done after death.”

“Yes,”said the motionless priest,“it was done so as to make you assume exactly the one simple falsehood that you did assume. It was done to make you take for granted that the head belonged to the body.”

The borderland of the brain, where all the monsters are made, moved horribly in the Gaelic O'Brien. He felt the chaotic presence of all the horse-men and fish-women that man's unnatural fancy has begotten. A voice older than his first fathers seemed saying in his ear:“Keep out of the monstrous garden where grows the tree with double fruit. Avoid the evil garden where died the man with two heads.”Yet, while these shameful symbolic shapes passed across the ancient mirror of his Irish soul, his Frenchified intellect was quite alert, and was watching the odd priest as closely and incredulously as all the rest.

Father Brown had turned round at last, and stood against the window, with his face in dense shadow; but even in that shadow they could see it was pale as ashes. Nevertheless, he spoke quite sensibly, as if there were no Gaelic souls on earth.

“Gentlemen,”he said,“you did not find the strange body of Becker in the garden. You did not find any strange body in the garden. In face of Dr Simon's rationalism, I still affirm that Becker was only partly present. Look here!”(pointing to the black bulk of the mysterious corpse)“You never saw that man in your lives. Did you ever see this man?”

He rapidly rolled away the bald, yellow head of the unknown, and put in its place the white-maned head beside it. And there, complete, unified, unmistakable, lay Julius K. Brayne.

“The murderer,”went on Brown quietly,“hacked off his enemy's head and flung the sword far over the wall. But he was too clever to fling the sword only. He flung the head over the wall also. Then he had only to clap on another head to the corpse, and(as he insisted on a private inquest) you all imagined a totally new man.”

“Clap on another head!”said O'Brien staring.“What other head? Heads don't grow on garden bushes, do they?”

“No,”said Father Brown huskily, and looking at his boots,“there is only one place where they grow. They grow in the basket of the guillotine, beside which the chief of police, Aristide Valentin, was standing not an hour before the murder. Oh, my friends, hear me a minute more before you tear me in pieces. Valentin is an honest man, if being mad for an arguable cause is honesty. But did you never see in that cold, grey eye of his that he is mad! He would do anything, anything, to break what he calls the superstition of the Cross. He has fought for it and starved for it, and now he has murdered for it. Brayne's crazy millions had hitherto been scattered among so many sects that they did little to alter the balance of things. But Valentin heard a whisper that Brayne, like so many scatter-brained sceptics, was drifting to us; and that was quite a different thing. Brayne would pour supplies into the impoverished and pugnacious Church of France; he would support six Nationalist newspapers like The Guillotine. The battle was already balanced on a point, and the fanatic took flame at the risk. He resolved to destroy the millionaire, and he did it as one would expect the greatest of detectives to commit his only crime. He abstracted the severed head of Becker on some criminological excuse, and took it home in his official box. He had that last argument with Brayne, that Lord Galloway did not hear the end of; that failing, he led him out into the sealed garden, talked about swordsmanship, used twigs and a sabre for illustration, and—”

Ivan of the Scar sprang up.“You lunatic,”he yelled,“you'll go to my master now, if I take you by—”

“Why, I was going there,”said Brown heavily,“I must ask him to confess, and all that.”

Driving the unhappy Brown before them like a hostage or sacrifice, they rushed together into the sudden stillness of Valentin's study.

The great detective sat at his desk apparently too occupied to hear their turbulent entrance. They paused a moment, and then something in the look of that upright and elegant back made the doctor run forward suddenly. A touch and a glance showed him that there was a small box of pills at Valentin's elbow, and that Valentin was dead in his chair; and on the blind face of the suicide was more than the pride of Cato.
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死亡诊断 A Diagnosis of Death



“我这个人不像你们有些医生那么迷信，有些医生既喜欢玩弄‘科学人士’的头衔，又迷信那些非科学的东西。”霍弗振振有词地说着，好像在反驳控告自己的人，其实根本没有人控告他，“坦白地说，在你们医生中间，确实有一些人——确切地说，是极少数的人相信人的灵魂不会在这个世界上消失，相信那些被你们随便地叫做‘鬼怪’的幽灵。在这一点上，我和你们不一样。但是，我十分相信，活着的人有时候可以在他根本没有出现的地方被人们看见。当然，这个人肯定曾经在这个地方居住过。可能是由于他在那个地方居住了好长一段时间，也可能是他对周围的影响太强烈，因此，周围的万事万物都留下了他的印记。说实在的，我知道一个人的性格和品质能够对他所处的环境产生极大的影响。如果有人长期受他的影响，那么一段时间之后，这个受他影响的人的眼里就会浮现出他的身影。毋庸置疑，这种能影响周围环境的性格和品质必须是恰当的、正确的；能够浮现他的身影的眼睛也不是随便某个人的眼睛，必须是恰当的人的眼睛——比如说，我的眼睛。”

“哈哈，不错，必须是恰当的眼睛，这样的眼睛能把感觉传送到不恰当的大脑。”弗雷利大夫笑着说。

“谢谢，您这话说得还算客气。当然了，人们总喜欢说那些使对方满意的话。”

“请原谅我的冒昧，不过，刚才你说你确实知道这种事情。这听起来像话中有话，不是吗？如果你不介意，不妨给大家讲一讲你是怎么知道的。”

“我知道你们会把它叫作幻觉，”霍弗说道，“不过也没关系。”紧接着，他开始讲述他经历的那个故事。

“你们都知道，去年夏天，我曾到一个名叫梅里迪安的小镇避暑度假。我原本打算借宿在一个亲戚家里，可是不巧的是，这个亲戚突然生病了，所以，我不得不重新寻觅其他的住所。克服了种种困难之后，我终于找到了一套闲置的寓所，于是租了下来。这套寓所曾住着一个古怪的医生，名叫曼纳林。几年前，他突然离家外出，从此便失去了消息，连这寓所的代理人也不知道他的下落。这套房子是那个医生自己建造的，他与一个老仆人一起住在里面，一住就是十年。但是来找他看病的人一直寥寥无几，所以，没过几年他就彻底放弃了医生这个行当。不仅如此，他几乎从社会中消失了，过着与世隔绝的生活，成了一个名副其实的隐士。我从一个乡村医生那里获得了一些关于他的情况——这个乡村医生大概是唯一与曼纳林有过联系的人。他告诉我，曼纳林在隐退期间，曾致力于一系列非同寻常的研究。后来，他把这些研究成果写成了一本书。但可惜的是，这本书没有获得同行专家的认可。究其本质原因，是那些同行专家认为曼纳林的精神有些不正常。我没有看过那本书，现在也记不起它的书名了。不过，我倒是听说那本书详细说明了一个令人震惊的理论。曼纳林坚持认为，许多人的死亡日期可以在他们的身体还健康的情况下进行准确预测。一般来说，预测的时间可能比真正死亡的时间要早几个月。不过，我想，最多也不会超过十八个月。当地有传言，说他曾经进行过数例死亡预测，或者按你们的说法叫做死亡诊断。奇怪的是，凡被曼纳林预测过死亡日期的人，都在曼纳林告诫他们的日期突然死去，并且死因不明。不过，话又说回来，所有这些都与我真正要说的无关，所以，你们就把它当作医生的笑谈吧。”

“寓所经过布置，与曼纳林居住时一模一样。但是这种环境，对于一个既非隐士又非搞学问的人来说，显得过于阴郁了。而且，我觉得这种环境特征已经感染了我，或者更确切地说，这间屋子之前的居住者的某些特征感染了我。因为，我觉得我总是处在一种前所未有的忧郁情绪之中，而我的天性并非如此。我想，这种状态肯定不是孤独造成的。在这套寓所里，没有什么仆人和我一起居住。不过，我也习惯了，因为在我自己的家里，本来就没有仆人和我同住。你们也知道，我一贯喜欢拥有自己的一片天地，虽然不是为了做什么研究，但是，我的确沉迷于读书的生活。不管是什么原因，反正寓所里的那种氛围令人失落，你甚至会觉得有种邪恶的东西正在向你逼近。尤其是当我待在曼纳林的书房里时，这种感觉最为强烈。事实上，那间书房是整个寓所中最敞亮、最通风的一个房间。书房里挂着一张曼纳林真人大小的画像，而书房里的一切似乎也全在这幅画像的控制之下。不过除此之外，这张画像也没有什么特别之处。画像里的曼纳林气质非凡，五官端正，五十岁左右的样子，头发灰白，脸颊滋润，眼睛中透着阴郁和严肃。画像中一直有某种东西在吸引我的注意力，我对这个人的形象也越来越熟悉，久而久之，他就像鬼魂一样缠着我，在脑海中挥之不去。”

“有一天晚上，我拿着一盏油灯（曼纳林的寓所还没有煤气灯）回卧室，途中经过这间书房。跟往常一样，我在画像前停了下来。在灯光下，画像仿佛呈现出一种前所未有的表情，那种表情真是难以用语言来形容。当时我非但没有觉得害怕，反而对它产生了兴趣。于是，我把油灯从画像的一侧移到另一侧，想看一下光线的变化会给画像表情带来何种影响。就在观察画像的时候，我突然有一种想回头看的冲动。当我回头看时，只见一个男人穿过房间径直向我走来！他的身体越来越近，当与油灯近在咫尺时，我借着灯光定睛一看，原来他正是曼纳林本人。当时的情景让我感觉仿佛是整幅画像在地面移动一样。”

“‘对不起’，我当时有点儿不高兴，冷冷地对那个男人说，‘我好像没有听见你敲门。’”

“他从离我一臂远的地方走过去，并且举起右手食指，做了个告诫的手势，然后一句话没说，又走出了房间。但是，我没有看清楚他到底是怎么出去的，就像我没弄明白他是怎么进来的一样。”

“当然，不用我告诉你们，你们肯定会说这就是所谓的那种‘幻觉’，而我称之为‘幽灵’。因为那个书房仅有两扇门，其中的一扇门紧锁着，另一扇门则通往卧室，但卧室并没有出口啊。不过，我意识到这一点后的感受与整件事并没有太多的联系，所以我也就不赘述了。”

“毫无疑问，在你们看来，这似乎只是很普通的‘鬼故事’，一个根据传统艺术大师创立的常规思维模式编造的‘鬼故事’。如果情况真的如此，即便他编造的故事是真的，我也不会在这里多费口舌讲这些了。可是，事实是另外一个样子，曼纳林还活着。因为，今天我还在联邦大街上和他碰过面，他在人群中与我擦肩而过。”

霍弗终于讲完了自己经历的故事，然后，两个人都陷入了沉默，弗雷利大夫漫不经心地用手指敲打着桌子。

“今天你看见他的时候，他说了些什么吗？”弗雷利大夫问道，“也就是一些能够让你确定他还没有死的话？”

霍弗的眼睛瞪得很大，没有回答弗雷利大夫的问题。

“也许他做了什么手势，摆出了什么姿态？”弗雷利大夫继续问道，“比如说举起一根手指，做个告诫的动作什么的。他不是曾经就这样做过吗？——这是他在说一些严肃问题时的习惯性动作。——譬如，要宣布一个诊断结论什么的。”



“没错，他的确做了个手势，就像他的幽灵在书房里做的那个一样。可是，天哪，难道你认识他？”显然霍弗紧张起来了。

“是的，我认识他，我曾经读过他写的书，而且，将来每个医生都要读他的书。这本书也是本世纪医学领域最突出、最重要的著作之一。你的猜测没错，我确实认识他，因为三年前我曾经找他看过病。不过，他早已经死了。”

霍弗一下子从椅子上跳了起来，一副惊慌失措的样子。他在房间里踱着大步，然后走向自己的朋友，颤抖着问道：“弗雷利大夫，你是不是有什么话想对我说——从一个医生的角度？”

“我没什么要说的，霍弗先生。不用担心，你是我见过的最健康的人了。作为你的朋友，我劝你还是回家去吧。你的小提琴拉得那么好，就像是个天使，回家拉几首轻松活泼的曲子，忘掉这件该死的事情吧。”

就在第二天，人们发现霍弗死在了自己的房间里。死的时候，小提琴还搭在他的脖子上，琴弓搭在弦上，他的面前摆着肖邦《葬礼进行曲》的谱子……

“I am not so superstitious as some of your physicians—men of science, as you are pleased to be called,”said Hawver, replying to an accusation that had not been made.“Some of you—only a few, I confess—believe in the immortality of the soul, and in apparitions which you have not the honesty to call ghosts. I go no further than a conviction that the living are sometimes seen where they are not, but have been—where they have lived so long, perhaps so intensely, as to have left their impress on everything about them. I know, indeed, that one's environment may be so affected by one's personality as to yield, long afterward, an image of one's self to the eyes of another. Doubtless the impressing personality has to be the right kind of personality as the perceiving eyes have to be the right kind of eyes—mine, for example.”

“Yes, the right kind of eyes, conveying sensations to the wrong kind of brains,”said Dr Frayley, smiling.

“Thank you, one likes to have an expectation gratified; that is about the reply that I supposed you would have the civility to make.”

“Pardon me. But you say that you know. That is a good deal to say, don't you think? Perhaps you will not mind the trouble of saying how you learned.”

“You will call it an hallucination,”Hawver said,“but that does not matter.”And he told the story.

“Last summer I went, as you know, to pass the hot weather term in the town of Meridian. The relative at whose house I had intended to stay was ill, so I sought other quarters. After some difficulty I succeeded in renting a vacant dwelling that had been occupied by an eccentric doctor with the name of Mannering, who had gone away years before, no one knew where, not even his agent. He had built the house himself and had lived in it with an old servant for about ten years. His practice, never very extensive, had after a few years been given up entirely. Not only so, but he had withdrawn himself almost altogether from social life and become a recluse. I was told by the village doctor, about the only person with whom he held any relations, that during his retirement he had devoted himself to a single line of study, the result of which he had expounded in a book that did not commend itself to the approval of his professional brethren, who, indeed, considered him not entirely sane. I have not seen the book and cannot now recall the title of it, but I am told that it expounded a rather startling theory. He held that it was possible in the case of many a person in good health to forecast his death with precision, several months in advance of the event. The limit, I think, was eighteen months. There were local tales of his having exerted his powers of prognosis, or perhaps you would say diagnosis; and it was said that in every instance the person whose friends he had warned had died suddenly at the appointed time, and from no assignable cause. All this, however, has nothing to do with what I have to tell; I thought it might amuse a physician.”

“The house was furnished, just as he had lived in it. It was a rather gloomy dwelling for one who was neither a recluse nor a student, and I think it gave something of its character to me—perhaps some of its former occupant's character; for always I felt in it a certain melancholy that was not in my natural disposition, nor, I think, due to loneliness. I had no servants that slept in the house, but I have always been, as you know, rather fond of my own society, being much addicted to reading, though little to study. Whatever was the cause, the effect was dejection and a sense of impending evil; this was especially so in Dr Mannering's study, although that room was the lightest and most airy in the house. The doctor's life-size portrait in oil hung in that room, and seemed completely to dominate it. There was nothing unusual in the picture; the man was evidently rather good looking, about fifty years old, with iron-grey hair, a smooth-shaven face and dark, serious eyes. Something in the picture always drew and held my attention. The man's appearance became familiar to me, and rather haunted me.”



“One evening I was passing through this room to my bedroom, with a lamp—there is no gas in Meridian. I stopped as usual before the portrait, which seemed in the lamplight to have a new expression, not easily named, but distinctly uncanny. It interested but did not disturb me. I moved the lamp from one side to the other and observed the effects of the altered light. While so engaged I felt an impulse to turn round. As I did so I saw a man moving across the room directly toward me! As soon as he came near enough for the lamplight to illuminate the face I saw that it was Dr Mannering himself; it was as if the portrait were walking!”



“‘I beg your pardon, ’I said, somewhat coldly, ‘but if you knocked I did not hear.’”

“He passed me, within an arm's length, lifted his right forefinger, as in warning, and without a word went on out of the room, though I observed his exit no more than I had observed his entrance.”

“Of course, I need not tell you that this was what you will call a hallucination and I call an apparition. That room had only two doors, of which one was locked; the other led into a bedroom, from which there was no exit. My feeling on realizing this is not an important part of the incident.”

“Doubtless this seems to you a very commonplace ‘ghost story'— one constructed on the regular lines laid down by the old masters of the art. If that were so I should not have related it, even if it were true. The man was not dead; I met him today in Union Street. He passed me in a crowd.”

Hawver had finished his story and both men were silent. Dr Frayley absently drummed on the table with his fingers.

“Did he say anything today?”he asked,“anything from which you inferred that he was not dead?”

Hawver stared and did not reply.

“Perhaps,”continued Frayley,“he made a sign, a gesture—lifted a finger, as in warning. It's a trick he had—a habit when saying something serious—announcing the result of a diagnosis, for example.”

“Yes, he did—just as his apparition had done. But, good God! did you ever know him?”

Hawver was apparently growing nervous.

“I knew him. I have read his book, as will every physician some day. It is one of the most striking and important of the century's contributions to medical science. Yes, I knew him; I attended him in an illness three years ago. He died.”

Hawver sprang from his chair, manifestly disturbed. He strode forward and back across the room; then approached his friend, and in a voice not altogether steady, said:“Doctor, have you anything to say to me—as a physician?”

“No, Hawver, you are the healthiest man I ever knew. As a friend I advise you to go to your room. You play the violin like an angel. Play it, play something light and lively. Get this cursed bad business off your mind.”

The next day Hawver was found dead in his room, the violin at his neck, the bow upon the string, his music open before him at Chopin's Funeral March.
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圆脸男人 Moon-Face



约翰·克莱沃豪斯长着一张跟十五的月亮一样的圆脸，你肯定见过这种长相的男人，宽宽的颧骨，基本看不出有下巴和前额，因为它们已经和脸不分界线地融合在一起了，这些构成了完美的圆形轮廓。鼻子又短又粗，与圆脸边缘线保持同样的距离，可以说，恰好长在脸盘的中心部位。在圆脸的衬托下，它看上去就像是粘在天花板上的一个面团。也许，正是因为约翰·克莱沃豪斯的这种长相，我才这么讨厌他。他是我的眼中钉，而且我相信，他的存在也是地球的累赘。

就像社会上的人们通常认为的那样，我这么讨厌约翰·克莱沃豪斯，不是因为他对我做过什么错事或者无礼的举止。不过，如果他真的做了错事，我现在对他的厌恶远远超过这个，更深刻、更微妙，是那样的不可理解，难以捉摸，以至于我都无法用清晰、准确的语言表达出来。我们每个人都会在人生中的某个阶段经历这样的事情：平生第一次见到某个陌生人，就是那么擦肩而过，即使在梦中也不会留下一丝印象。然而就是这么一个人，在第一眼见到他时，我们往往会说“我不喜欢那个人”。我们凭什么不喜欢人家呢？哎，其实我们自己也不知道。我们仅知道不喜欢他。不喜欢就是不喜欢，仅此而已。我对约翰·克莱沃豪斯的印象就是这样。

有着这么一副长相的男人有什么资格享受快乐和幸福呢？然而事实恰恰相反，他是一个地地道道的乐观派。他总是笑容满面，笑声不断，仿佛在这个世界上没有不顺心的事一样，真是个该被诅咒的家伙！哎，看着他总是这么高兴，这简直是对我灵魂的莫大刺激！别人可以大笑，可以快乐，这很正常，也不会令我烦恼。就连我自己过去也常常开怀大笑——当然是在我遇上约翰·克莱沃豪斯之前。

可是他的笑使我非常恼火，简直要把我逼疯了，好像除了他的笑之外，世界上其他任何事物都无法激怒我，不会使我疯狂。它总是挥之不去，围绕在我的周围，使我的心为之疯狂，让我得不到片刻的放松。那是一种洪亮的、疯狂的笑声，不论在清醒时还是在睡眠中，我都能感觉到它的存在。它就像一把巨大的锉刀，发出尖厉的声音穿刺着我的心灵。在蒙蒙亮的清晨，它呐喊着，穿过时空搅乱我的美梦；在中午炫目的烈日下，当那些繁茂的枝叶都耷拉下脑袋时，当鸟雀们都躲到森林深处去时，当自然万物都在昏昏欲睡时，他那巨大如雷的“哈哈”和“呵呵”的笑声响彻云霄，挑战着头顶的炎炎烈日。还有，在漆黑的深夜，在寂静的十字路口——那是他从城里回家的必经之路，总会传来那令人讨厌的狂笑，将我从睡梦中惊醒，接着我辗转难眠，苦恼不已，我狠狠地攥紧了拳头。

在一个黑暗的夜晚，我偷偷摸到他的家，把他的牛放到他的地里。但次日清晨，我听见他又大笑着把牛赶回家了，说：“其实没什么，我不应该因为它走进更肥美的牧场而责备这个不会说话的可怜畜生。”

他养了一条狗，名叫火星。这条狗体形庞大，性情凶猛，有点像猎狗，也有点像警犬，可以说兼两者的特征。火星给他带来了无穷的快乐，他俩总是形影不离。我一直在等待时机。这一天终于来了，机会简直是从天而降。我想办法引出那条狗，然后用加了士的宁毒药的牛排打发它。但火星的死竟然对约翰·克莱沃豪斯没有造成丝毫影响，他那发自内心的笑声和往常一样频繁，而那张脸也和往日一样，圆如中天满月。

后来，我干脆放火烧了他的草垛和谷仓。可是，第二天早上，正好是星期天，他还是像往常一样无忧无虑地欢快地出了门。当他经过十字路口的时候，我赶上去问他：“你要去哪里？”“去捕鲑鱼，”他回应着，笑容满面，脸蛋圆得像十五的月亮，“我酷爱捕鲑鱼。”

天哪！世界上怎么会有这样不可思议的人！他一年的收成都贮藏在谷仓和草垛里，而且据我所知，他的这些财产也没有上保险。然而，面对突然而至的灾难和即将来临的寒冬，他竟然还能高高兴兴地出去捕鲑鱼。当然了，人家不是说了嘛，因为人家“酷爱”捕鲑鱼！如果忧愁曾在他的眉毛上停留，哪怕片刻也可以，如果他那张脸能表现出哪怕是一丁点的惊慌或严肃，起码不要再像那轮满月，如果他的面颊上在某个时候不再有笑容的影子，哪怕只有一次，我相信自己一定早原谅他了。但是事实告诉我，他没有，在祸不单行的不幸面前，他反而越来越快乐了。

我辱骂他，他虽然表现得惊讶，但望着我的时候，迟钝的脸上仍保持着微笑！“要我跟你打架？为什么？”他慢吞吞地问道。而后，他又大笑，“你真是太有趣了！哈哈哈！你简直要笑死我了！嘻！嘻！嘻！啊！哈！哈！哈！”

面对这么一个人，你还能做什么呢？这简直是挑战我的忍耐极限！我恨死他了，这种憎恶之情简直无法形容。还有他的那个名字——克莱沃豪斯（“屠刀”和“房子”的合音）！这是个什么名字啊？简直是荒谬至极！克莱沃豪斯！仁慈的上帝啊，为什么会给他起名叫克莱沃豪斯？我一遍又一遍地问着自己。我不会对史密斯、布朗、琼斯之类的名字介意，除了克莱沃豪斯！大家都来听听这个名字，自己念一遍“克莱沃豪斯”，只要听听这个可笑的发音就行了——克莱沃豪斯！我想问问你们，这难道是人类应该有的名字吗？我想你一定会说“不”。没错，我也会有同样的回答——“不是人类的名字！”

我一定要击败他！于是，我又想到了他的抵押品——房子。既然他的庄稼和粮食都已经被毁掉了，那么他就失去了还债的能力。因此，我找到一个精明、吝啬且守口如瓶的放高利贷者，把那抵押品转让给了他。关于这件事情，我始终没有露面，而是通过这个放高利贷的中间人迫使克莱沃豪斯丧失了抵押品的赎回权，只留给他几天的时间把那些乱七八糟的东西从房子里搬出去。之后，我装作若无其事地过去看他，看他面对这样的事情到底怎么做。因为我知道，至今为止，他在那里已经居住了二十年了，对这样的事情他会怎样呢？但是，他那椭圆形的眼珠忽闪忽闪的，脸上仍然洋溢着快乐，那张圆脸依旧宛如一轮满月。

“哈！哈！哈！”他大笑起来，“那个最调皮的孩子，就是我最小的那个，你没听说过吧？那我就告诉你。有一天他正在河边玩，突然，一段河堤坍塌了，于是把他卷进河水中。他在水里哭着喊我，‘噢爸爸！一个大旋涡打过来，把我卷住啦。’”

他停了下来，等着我和他一起分享那种可恶的快乐。

“我看不出这件事情到底有什么好笑的。”我直截了当地对他说，脸上带着几分恼火。

听完我的话，他起初吃惊地盯着我，接着脸上又浮现出那该死的微笑，正如我以前描绘过的那样，神采飞扬，充溢四周。直到他的脸色又变得柔和、温暖，让人想起夏日里的柔和月亮。但是随后便是大笑：“哈哈！真是太有趣了！你竟然没看出来那么好笑，嗯？嘻嘻嘻！呵呵呵！他竟然没看不出来！为什么，我给你比画比画，看这里，你知道有一个旋涡……”

我没有看他像小丑似的比画，而是转身走了，我知道这已经达到我的忍耐极限，无法忍受他了。我想，事情到此为止吧，这个混蛋！全世界都应该摒弃这个人。当我从他那里逃出来后，我依然能听见他那种恶魔般的笑声，响彻云霄。



到目前为止，我对自己干净利落的办事风格颇为满意。那时，当我下定决心干掉约翰·克莱沃豪斯时，我一直将此事牢牢记在心里，并时刻告诫自己千万不要退缩，因为干掉这种人渣没什么可愧疚的。我很讨厌那种拖拖拉拉的办事风格，也对野蛮凶残的手段深恶痛疾。我极度憎恶赤裸裸地用拳头教训人的方式，这种事情令我作呕！因此，对约翰·克莱沃豪斯（简直受不了这个名字！）采取枪杀、刀刺或棒打的方式，对我来说根本没有吸引力。干掉他的方式不仅要干净利索，天衣无缝，而且要不留痕迹，绝不能让人怀疑到我的头上。

为了想出一个万全之策，我绞尽脑汁。一周后，一条妙计终于冒出来了。很快，我就着手实施这套方案。首先我买来一只五个月大的长毛垂耳母狗，然后用我全部的心思对这只狗进行集中训练。任何见过我训练的人，都认为我对小狗进行训练的目的只有一个——叼回猎物。我训练“女战神”（我给小狗起的名字）叼回我扔进水中的木棍，并命令它不仅要叼回目标物，而且在叼到后要迅速返回，不能有片刻的嬉戏玩耍。我对它训练的要点就是以最快的速度取回木棍并交给我，不能被任何事务耽搁。我假装逃跑，让它叼回木棍后，在后面追我，直至追上。这只狗可真是个聪明的家伙，它总是急切地加入到这个游戏中——这着实让我满意。

就这样过了一段时间，我利用一个偶然的机会将“女战神”送给了约翰·克莱沃豪斯。当然，我这样做是有目的的，因为我特别清楚他的弱点和一些隐私，这些东西常使他产生负罪感。

当我把狗绳递到他手里的时候，他急忙推让，说：“不，你不要这么客气。”他的嘴巴张得大大的，那张可恶的圆脸上又露出了令人讨厌的笑容。

“我……我想，不知怎么的，我觉得你有点讨厌我，”他解释说，“我犯这样一个错误是不是有点可笑？”话音刚落，就哈哈大笑起来。

“她叫什么名字？”他好不容易在大笑的间隙中挤出一句话。

“女战神。”我告诉他。

“嘻！嘻！”他傻笑着，说，“这个名字真有趣！”

看着他那副高兴的样子，我狠狠地咬了咬牙，咯咯直响，然后对他说：“她是‘火星’的妻子，这个你应该知道。”接下来，他的脸上又露出喜色，像满月的光辉弥漫开来，直到突然爆发。“那就是说我又有一条狗了，呵呵，很好，不过我想她现在是个寡妇了。哈哈！嘻嘻！”他在我的身后狂欢高呼着，我无法忍受了，转过身，飞快地逃离了这个地方。

自从我把狗送给约翰·克莱沃豪斯，已经有一周的时间了。星期六晚上，我终于忍不住跑过去问他：“您是不是周一就要走了？”

他点了点头，张着嘴笑着。

“那您以后岂不是没有机会去享受捕捉鲑鱼的乐趣了？那可是您的最爱啊！”我假装关心地嘲弄他。

但是他没有注意到我的嘲笑口气，“噢，我也不知道，”他咯咯地笑着说，“不过，我准备明天去，多捕点鲑鱼回来。”

这番话使我对行动方案有了双倍的把握，我兴高采烈地跑回家，想提前庆祝一下胜利。

第二天清晨，我看见他带着一张渔网和一个黄麻袋出了门，“女战神”屁颠屁颠地跟在后面。我知道他要去哪里，所以，我抄近路穿过后面的牧场，蹚过那些草丛向山顶爬去。我小心地不被他发现，沿着山路走了几英里，之后来到群山中的一处山窝里，它宛如一座古希腊的“圆形剧场”。峡谷里流出来的一条湍急的小溪在这里陡然变缓，形成了一个清澈透明的大水湾，四周的岩石环绕着。这就是他要来的那个地方！我在山顶的某个位置找了块石头坐下来，这个位置可以一览水湾边的一切，我得意地点起了烟斗。

我在那等了好长一段时间，约翰·克莱沃豪斯才沿着河床慢悠悠地迎面走来，“女战神”漫不经心地在他四周转悠着，看来他们的心情都不错。“女战神”短促而轻快地吠叫着，约翰·克莱沃豪斯嘴里哼着低沉的小调，两个家伙一唱一和。等他来到水湾后，便扔下渔网和黄麻袋，然后从屁股口袋里掏出一个又大又粗的像是蜡烛一样的东西。我知道那是一根“爆破筒”，这是他捕鱼的工具之一。他就是靠这个炸药炸死鲑鱼的。只见他把那个“爆破筒”紧紧地绑在一团棉花里，塞进导火索并点燃它，然后立刻把它扔进了水湾。

这时，“女战神”像闪电一样跳进水里去追那个“爆破筒”。我高兴得忘了形，竟然尖叫起来。克莱沃豪斯朝它大喊着，但是没有一点儿用。尽管他用泥块和石子朝它扔去，它依然义无反顾地游了过去，直到抓到那根“木棍”，然后将其叨在嘴里。当“女战神”转身朝岸上游来时，克莱沃豪斯破天荒地头一次意识到了危险，撒腿就向远处跑。正如我预测和计划的那样，狗上岸后，就紧追克莱沃豪斯不放。噢，我想告诉你们的是，那简直是太棒了！

在此之前我已经描述过这里的地形，那个水湾位于一个圆形山谷中，水湾的上游和下游遍地是垫脚的石头。于是，克莱沃豪斯和“女战神”踩着那些垫脚石追来绕去，上蹿下跳的。如果不是亲眼所见，我简直不敢相信那样一个笨拙的人竟然跑得那么快。但是，尽管他跑得那么快，“女战神”却在他后面紧追不舍，并且离他越来越近。正当要追上他时，克莱沃豪斯使出全身的力气猛地向前一跃，“女战神”也随之一跃，鼻子正好碰到他的膝盖。猛然间，一道火光闪过，一股烟柱冲天而起，可怕的爆炸终于发生了。等到能看清楚时，发现地面上除了一个大坑外，之前的那个男人和那条狗都已经灰飞烟灭。





“非法捕鱼时死于意外事故”——这是验尸员下的结论。我就是这样干净利索、天衣无缝地除掉了约翰·克莱沃豪斯，并得意于自己的这种办事风格。这件事既没有拖泥带水，也不野蛮凶残，因此，在整个实施过程中我没必要感到愧疚，我敢肯定你也会这样想。从此，他恶魔般的狂笑再也不会回荡在群山之间了，他那张肥胖的圆脸再也不会惹我心烦了。现在，我的生活又恢复了平静，连晚上做梦都觉得很香了。

John Claverhouse was a moon-faced man. You know the kind, cheek-bones wide apart, chin and forehead melting into the cheeks to complete the perfect round, and the nose, broad and pudgy, equidistant from the circumference, flattened against the very centre of the face like a dough-ball upon the ceiling. Perhaps that is why I hated him, for truly he had become an offense to my eyes, and I believed the earth to be cumbered with his presence.

Be that as it may, I hated John Claverhouse. Not that he had done me what society would consider a wrong or an ill turn. Far from it. The evil was of a deeper, subtler sort; so elusive, so intangible, as to defy clear, definite analysis in words. We all experience such things at some period in our lives. For the first time we see a certain individual, one who the very instant before we did not dream existed; and yet, at the first moment of meeting, we say:“I do not like that man.”Why do we not like him? Ah, we do not know why; we know only that we do not. We have taken a dislike, that is all. And so have I with John Claverhouse.

What right had such a man to be happy? Yet he was an optimist. He was always gleeful and laughing. All things were always all right, curse him! Ah! How it grated on my soul that he should be so happy! Other men could laugh, and it did not bother me. I even used to laugh myself—before I met John Claverhouse.

But his laugh! It irritated me, maddened me, as nothing else under the sun could irritate or madden me. It haunted me, gripped hold of me, and would not let me go. It was a huge, gargantuan laugh. Waking or sleeping it was always with me, whirring and jarring across my heart-strings like an enormous rasp. At break of day it came whooping across the fields to spoil my pleasant morning revery. Under the aching noonday glare, when the green things drooped and the birds withdrew to the depths of the forest, and all nature drowsed, his great“Ha! ha!”and“Ho! ho!”rose up to the sky and challenged the sun. And at black midnight, from the lonely cross-roads where he turned from town into his own place, came his plaguey cachinnations to rouse me from my sleep and make me writhe and clench my nails into my palms.

I went forth privily in the night-time, and turned his cattle into his fields, and in the morning heard his whooping laugh as he drove them back again.“It is nothing,”he said,“the poor, dumb beasties are not to be blamed for straying into fatter pastures.”

He had a dog he called“Mars,”a big, splendid brute, part deer-hound and part blood-hound, and resembling both. Mars was a great delight to him, and they were always together. But I bided my time, and one day, when opportunity was ripe, lured the animal away and settled for him with strychnine and beefsteak. It made positively no impression on John Claverhouse. His laugh was as hearty and frequent as ever, and his face as much like the full moon as it always had been.

Then I set fire to his haystacks and his barn. But the next morning, being Sunday, he went forth blithe and cheerful.“Where are you going?”I asked him, as he went by the crossroads.“Trout,”he said, and his face beamed like a full moon.“I just dote on trout.”

Was there ever such an impossible man! His whole harvest had gone up in his haystacks and barn. It was uninsured, I knew. And yet, in the face of famine and the rigorous winter, he went out gayly in quest of a mess of trout, forsooth, because he“doted”on them! Had gloom but rested, no matter how lightly, on his brow, or had his bovine countenance grown long and serious and less like the moon, or had he removed that smile but once from off his face, I am sure I could have forgiven him for existing. But no, he grew only more cheerful under misfortune.

I insulted him. He looked at me in slow and smiling surprise.“I fight you? Why?”he asked slowly. And then he laughed.“You are so funny! Ho! ho! You'll be the death of me! Hee! hee! hee! Oh! Ho! ho! ho!”



What would you? It was past endurance. By the blood of Judas, how I hated him! Then there was that name—Claverhouse! What a name! Wasn't it absurd? Claverhouse! Merciful heaven, why Claverhouse? Again and again I asked myself that question. I should not have minded Smith, or Brown, or Jones—but Claverhouse! I leave it to you. Repeat it to yourself—Claverhouse. Just listen to the ridiculous sound of it—Claverhouse! Should a man live with such a name? I ask of you.“No,”you say. And“No”said I.

But I bethought me of his mortgage. What of his crops and barn destroyed, I knew he would be unable to meet it. So I got a shrewd, close-mouthed, tight-fisted money-lender to get the mortgage transferred to him. I did not appear but through this agent I forced the foreclosure, and but few days were given John Claverhouse to remove his goods and chattels from the premises. Then I strolled down to see how he took it, for he had lived there upward of twenty years. But he met me with his saucer-eyes twinkling, and the light glowing and spreading in his face till it was as a full-risen moon.

“Ha! ha! ha!”he laughed.“The funniest tike, that youngster of mine! Did you ever hear the like? Let me tell you. He was down playing by the edge of the river when a piece of the bank caved in and splashed him. ‘O papa!’he cried,‘a great big puddle flew up and hit me.’”

He stopped and waited for me to join him in his infernal glee.

“I don't see any laugh in it,”I said shortly, and I know my face went sour.

He regarded me with wonderment, and then came the damnable light, glowing and spreading, as I have described it, till his face shone soft and warm, like the summer moon, and then the laugh—“Ha! ha! That's funny! You don't see it, eh? Hee! hee! Ho! ho! ho! He doesn't see it! Why, look here. You know a puddle.”

But I turned on my heel and left him. That was the last. I could stand it no longer. The thing must end right there, I thought, curse him! The earth should be quit of him. And as I went over the hill, I could hear his monstrous laugh reverberating against the sky.

Now, I pride myself on doing things neatly, and when I resolved to kill John Claverhouse I had it in mind to do so in such fashion that I should not look back upon it and feel ashamed. I hate bungling, and I hate brutality. To me there is something repugnant in merely striking a man with one's naked fist—faugh! it is sickening! So, to shoot, or stab, or club John Claverhouse (oh, that name!) did not appeal to me. And not only was I impelled to do it neatly and artistically, but also in such manner that not the slightest possible suspicion could be directed against me.

To this end I bent my intellect, and, after a week of profound incubation, I hatched the scheme. Then I set to work. I bought a water spaniel bitch, five months old, and devoted my whole attention to her training. Had any one spied upon me, they would have remarked that this training consisted entirely of one thing—retrieving. I taught the dog, which I called“Bellona,”to fetch sticks I threw into the water, and not only to fetch, but to fetch at once, without mouthing or playing with them. The point was that she was to stop for nothing, but to deliver the stick in all haste. I made a practice of running away and leaving her to chase me, with the stick in her mouth, till she caught me. She was a bright animal, and took to the game with such eagerness that I was soon content.

After that, at the first casual opportunity, I presented Bellona to John Claverhouse. I knew what I was about, for I was aware of a little weakness of his, and of a little private sinning of which he was regularly and inveterately guilty.

“No,”he said, when I placed the end of the rope in his hand.“No, you don't mean it.”And his mouth opened wide and he grinned all over his damnable moon-face.

“I—I have a kind of thought, somehow, you didn't like me.”he explained.“Wasn't it funny for me to make such a mistake?”And at the thought he held his sides with laughter.

“What is her name?”he managed to ask between paroxysms.“Bellona,”I said.“Hee! hee!”he tittered.“What a funny name.”

I gritted my teeth, for his mirth put them on edge, and snapped out between them,“She was the wife of Mars, you know.”

Then the light of the full moon began to suffuse his face, until he exploded with:“That was my other dog. Well, I guess she's a widow now. Oh! Ho! ho! E! hee! hee! Ho!”he whooped after me, and I turned and fled swiftly over the hill.

The week passed by, and on Saturday evening I said to him,“You go away Monday, don't you?”

He nodded his head and grinned.

“Then you won't have another chance to get a mess of those trout you just ‘dote' on.”

But he did not notice the sneer.“Oh, I don't know,”he chuckled.“I'm going up tomorrow to try pretty hard.”

Thus was assurance made doubly sure, and I went back to my house hugging myself with rapture.

Early next morning I saw him go by with a dip-net and gunnysack, and Bellona trotting at his heels. I knew where he was bound, and cut out by the back pasture and climbed through the underbrush to the top of the mountain. Keeping carefully out of sight, I followed the crest along for a couple of miles to a natural amphitheatre in the hills, where the little river raced down out of a gorge and stopped for breath in a large and placid rock-bound pool. That was the spot! I sat down on the croup of the mountain, where I could see all that occurred, and lighted my pipe.

Many minutes had passed, John Claverhouse came plodding up the bed of the stream. Bellona was ambling about him, and they were in high feather, her short, snappy barks mingling with his deeper chest-notes. Arrived at the pool, he threw down the dip-net and sack, and drew from his hip-pocket what looked like a large, fat candle. But I knew it to be a stick of“giant”; for such was his method of catching trout. He dynamited them. He attached the fuse by wrapping the“giant”tightly in a piece of cotton. Then he ignited the fuse and tossed the explosive into the pool.

Like a flash, Bellona was into the pool after it. I could have shrieked aloud for joy. Claverhouse yelled at her, but without avail. He pelted her with clods and rocks, but she swam steadily on till she got the stick of“giant”in her mouth. When she whirled about and headed for the shore, then, for the first time, he realized his danger, and started to run. As foreseen and planned by me, she made the bank and took out after him. Oh, I tell you, it was great!

As I have said, the pool lay in a sort of amphitheatre. Above and below, the stream could be crossed by stepping-stones. And around and around, up and down and across the stones, raced Claverhouse and Bellona. I could never have believed that such an ungainly man could run so fast. But run he did, Bellona hot-footed after him, and gaining. And then, just as she caught up, he in full stride, and she leaping with nose at his knee, there was a sudden flash, a burst of smoke, a terrific detonation, and where man and dog had been the instant before there was nothing to be seen but a big hole in the ground.

“Death from accident while engaged in illegal fishing.”That was the verdict of the coroner's jury; and that is why I pride myself on the neat and artistic way in which I finished off John Claverhouse. There was no bungling, no brutality; nothing of which to be ashamed in the whole transaction, as I am sure you will agree. No more does his infernal laugh go echoing among the hills, and no more does his fat moon-face rise up to vex me. My days are peaceful now, and my night's sleep deep.
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羊腿与谋杀 Lamb to the Slaughter



屋子里整洁而温暖，窗帘合着，桌上的两盏台灯亮着——其中的一盏放在她身边，另一盏在对面空着的椅子旁边。在她的身后，摆着一个餐具柜，上面放着两只高高的玻璃杯，还有苏打水，威士忌什么的，保温器皿中有几块新鲜的冰块。

玛丽·马勒尼正等着她的丈夫下班回家。

每隔一段时间，她都会抬头看一下钟表，不过神情并不着急。看时间只是为了让自己高兴一些，因为一想到每逝去一分钟，丈夫回家的时间就近一点，她就很高兴。她的周围有一种温和的、愉快的氛围，她的一举一动都那么不紧不慢。当她弓着身子做针线活时，低头的动作非常平静，平静得出奇。她已经有六个月的身孕了，皮肤开始呈现出一种奇妙的透明色泽，嘴角很柔软，眼睛里透露出平静，使那双眸子显得比以前更大、更黑了。当钟表的指针指向四点五十的时候，她开始侧耳倾听外面的声音，不一会儿的工夫，就听见车胎在屋外的沙砾上碾过的声音，甩上车门的声音，走过窗户的脚步声，钥匙在锁孔中转动的声音——这些声音总是那么准时。她放下手里的针线活，站起身，走到房门，送给丈夫一个吻。

“亲爱的，回来啦！”她说。

“嗯，亲爱的！”他答道。

她帮他脱掉外面的大衣，挂在衣橱里，然后走过来，倒好酒，把稍微浓烈的一杯给了丈夫，自己拿了一杯淡点的。不一会儿，她又坐到椅子上做她的针线活去了。而她的丈夫，坐在她的对面，双手拿着那高高的玻璃杯不断摇晃着，弄得冰块在杯壁上碰得叮叮当当直响。

对她来说，这个时间是一天中最幸福的时刻。她知道，在喝完第一杯酒之前，他不想说太多话。但是她非常知足，在一边安静地坐着。孤零零的一人在屋子里度过漫长的时光后，她现在格外享受他的陪伴，心里无比欣喜。有这个男人在身边，她就觉得很幸福，她实在喜欢这种感觉——只有他们两个人的时候，她能够感觉到他身上那股温暖的雄性热量包围着她，仿佛沐浴在阳光里一样。她爱他，爱他懒散地坐在椅子里的样子，爱他开门进来时的样子，爱他迈着大步慢悠悠地在房间里穿梭的样子。她爱他，爱他望着她时那种专注而深邃的眼神，爱他那逗趣的嘴形，特别是他那一副什么话也不说、略显困乏的样子。他就那么一声不吭地在那坐着，直到在威士忌的作用下消除一些疲倦为止。

“亲爱的，是不是很累？”

“是的，”他说，“我确实累了。”他一边说，一边做了一件颇不寻常的事情：举起手里的杯子，把剩下的酒一气饮干了——杯子里面原本还剩半杯酒，至少还有半杯。实际上，她没有抬头看他，但是对他刚刚做了什么心知肚明，因为当他放下杯子时，她听到冰块掉下去时撞击空杯底部的声音。他停了一会儿，然后身体向前倾，从椅子上站起来，慢慢走到一边，想给自己再倒一杯酒。

“让我来吧！”她从椅子上跳起来说道。

“你坐下，”他对她说。

当他倒完酒回来时，她注意到杯子里新添的酒透出深深的琥珀色，估计是威士忌的量多的缘故。

“亲爱的，需要我给你把拖鞋拿来吗？”

“不用。”

他开始小口小口地喝那深黄色的酒，她把目光转移到他身上。她看见酒液里有一些油乎乎的小旋涡，因为酒真的很浓烈。

“我觉得挺可惜的，”她开口说话了，“像你这样高级警察，他们竟然让你一天到晚地四处跑，没有多少时间休息，真是太可惜了！”

他对她刚才的一番话没有反应。于是，她又低下头继续做她的针线活；不过，每次他把酒杯举到唇边，到最后冰块撞在杯壁上的清脆响声她都能听到。

“亲爱的，”她说，“要不要我给你拿点奶酪来？因为今天星期四，是外出吃饭的日子，所以，我没准备晚饭。”

“不用了。”他回答道。

“如果你太累了，确实不想出去的话，”她继续说着，“现在时间还不算太晚，冰箱里面还有足够多的肉以及其他一些东西，在家里就可以吃，甚至连站都不要你站起来。”

她一直看着她，等他的回话，或者一个微笑，哪怕是轻轻地点一下头也行。但是，他没给她任何反馈的信息。

“不管怎么说，”她继续说着，“我先给你弄点奶酪和饼干来。”

“我什么都不想吃，”他开口了。

她那双大大的眼睛盯着他的脸，在椅子上不安地动了一下，“可是，你一定得吃饭！无论如何我要准备晚饭，就在家里，然后你再决定吃与不吃，到时候随你的便”。

她从椅子上站了起来，把手里的针线活放在桌子上的台灯旁边。

“你先坐下，”他说，“就一会儿时间，快坐下。”

直到这时，她才有点害怕。

“就这样，”他说，“坐下。”

她慢慢地弯下腰，又坐进椅子里，一直用她那双大眼睛注视着他，眼睛里显然是一种惶恐。他已经喝完第二杯酒了，正低头盯着那只玻璃杯，眉头紧锁。

“听我说，”他说，“有一些事情我必须让你知道。”

“什么事，亲爱的？到底发生什么事了？”

现在，他已经完全不动了，像僵在那里，耷拉着脑袋，身边的那盏台灯发出来的光只能照到他的上部分脸庞，嘴和下巴部分在阴影里。她注意到他的左眼角边上，一块小小的肌肉在抽动。

“我担心这件事会让你受打击。”他说，“但是，关于这件事，我已经想了很多，最后决定，我唯一能做的就是马上告诉你。希望你不要责怪我。”

于是他把整件事情告诉了她，没有花多少时间，最多四五分钟。在这期间，她都非常安静地坐着，望着他，听他一个词一个词地说下去，感觉他越来越远。她的脸上，分明是一种不知所措的惊恐表情。

“事情就是这个样子，”他补充说，“我知道，我现在把这件事告诉你可能不是时候，但实在没有别的办法了。当然，我会给你一些钱，并且保证有人照顾你。不过，真的没有必要为这件事情大惊小怪的，无论如何，我不希望你大吵大闹，那对我的工作没什么好处。”

最初的时候，她本能地不相信他说的每一个字，本能地否认整件事情。她想，也许他本来就没说过这一番话，这一切都是她想象出来的。或许，她当时继续做她手中的活，假装什么都没听见，那么，怎么说呢，当她再次醒来的时候，她也许会发现什么都没发生过。

“我把晚饭拿过来，”她好不容易说出来这几个字，不过音量像说悄悄话一样低。这一次，他没有阻止她。

她走过房间时，感觉自己好像没有接触到地面似的，身体似乎飘了起来。她对一切事物都失去了感觉，唯一能感觉到的是一种轻微的恶心和呕吐感。现在，她所做的一切都好像是机械运动，一点感情都没有——下楼梯，进地窖，打开电灯开关和冰冷的冰箱，伸手在里面摸索，不假思索地把第一个触到的东西拿出来。这个东西用纸包着，于是，她将纸剥掉，看了看它。



一条羔羊腿。

就这样，她想，他们的晚餐是羔羊肉。她拿着它上了楼，双手紧攥住羊腿骨比较细的一端。走过客厅时，她看见他远远地直立在窗户旁边，背对着她。于是，她停了下来。

“看在上帝的分上，”他说，因为他察觉出她在身后，但是没有转过身面对她，“别给我做晚饭了，我马上要出去了。”

就在那一刻，玛丽·马勒尼径直走到他身后，毫不犹豫地把那只冷冻的羔羊腿抡到空中，使出全身力气向他砸下去，狠狠地砸在他的后脑勺上。

她倒不如用铁棍子来砸他。说实在的，铁棍子也许比这温柔一些。

她向后退了一步，呆在那里。有趣的是，他在原地保持站姿至少四五秒钟，轻轻晃动着，然后，砰一声倒在了地毯上。

他倒下去时的巨震和小桌子被撞翻的噪音，使她从失神中惊醒过来。她慢慢地恢复了平静，觉得身体很冷，对周围的一切很吃惊。她在那里站了一会儿，眼睛眨巴着注视他的尸体，双手还紧紧攥着那块滑稽的肉。

就这样，她告诉自己，是我把他杀了。

现在，她的头脑一下子变得非常清醒——这简直不敢想象。她开始快速思考，作为一名侦探的妻子，她很清楚等待她的将是怎样的惩罚。不过没关系，这对她来说已经不重要了。实际上，这种结局反而成为她的一种解脱方式。不过话又说回来，他们的孩子怎么办？法律怎么处决肚子里有孩子的杀人犯？莫非把他们母子两个都处决掉？还是要等到第十个月孩子生下来后再处决她？他们会怎么做呢？

玛丽·马勒尼对这些茫然不知。当然，她也不打算亲自尝试一下。

她把羊肉拿到厨房，放进平底锅里，打开高处的烤箱，将它放了进去。然后她洗了一下手，跑到楼上的卧室。她在镜子前面坐了下来，理了理蓬乱的头发，用手在双唇和脸上又拍又按。她试着露个笑脸，但是个相当古怪的笑脸。于是她又试了试。

“你好，萨姆，”她异常兴奋地大着嗓门说。

这声音听起来一样怪异。

“萨姆，请给我来一些土豆。对了，我还想要一罐豌豆。”

这样说好多了。现在，她的笑脸和声音比较自然了。

她反复练习了几遍。然后跑下楼，拿起外套，从后门出去了。她穿过花园，一直来到大街上。

时间不到六点，杂货店的灯还亮着。

“你好，萨姆。”她高兴地说，朝柜台后面的男人堆起了笑脸。

“哎呀，晚上好，马勒尼夫人。最近还好吧？”

“嗯，请给我来一些土豆。对了，我还想要一罐豌豆。”

男人转过身，伸手取背后架子上的豌豆。

“帕特里克觉得很累，今晚不想出去吃了，”她告诉他说，“一般情况下，我们星期四都要到外面吃的，这你也知道。现在好了，他把我逮了个正着，家里一点蔬菜都没有。”

“要不再来点肉怎么样，马勒尼夫人？”

“不用了，家里还有肉，谢谢，我有一条非常棒的羔羊腿，冻在冰箱里呢。”

“哦，这样啊。”

“我不大喜欢烧冻的东西，萨姆，不过这次我倒想试试。你觉得这个主意怎样？”

“就我个人而言，”店家说道，“我觉得没什么区别。你要爱达荷土豆吗？”

“嗯，没错，这个挺好的，要两个。”

“还要点别的什么吗？”店家歪着头，愉快地望着她。“然后呢？您想饭后为他准备点什么？”

“这个——你觉得呢，有什么好建议吗，萨姆？”

男人环视了一下自己的店铺。“一大块鲜美的奶酪蛋糕怎么样？我知道他喜欢吃这个。”

“好极了，”她说道，“他是爱吃奶酪蛋糕。”

店主把东西包起来，她付完钱，露出平生最灿烂的一个微笑，说，“谢谢你，萨姆，晚安。”

“晚安，马勒尼夫人。欢迎下次再来。”

现在，她急匆匆地往家里赶时，不时地对自己说话，安慰自己，说是在回家的路上，要回家陪丈夫，因为丈夫正等着她回去做晚饭呢。她要努力把晚饭做好，尽最大的可能把饭菜做得喷香可口，好让累了一天的丈夫美美地吃一顿。如果她推开门意外发现什么不寻常的事情，也许是悲伤的事情，或者是可怕的事情，那么，她理所当然会被吓着，她会由于内心悲伤和恐惧而疯掉。提醒你一下，她不期望发现任何事。她仅仅是在外面买了些蔬菜，然后回到家里。这就是说，在星期四的晚上，帕特里克·马勒尼夫人在外面买了些蔬菜，然后回到家里，想为她的丈夫做一顿晚饭。

就这么定了，她暗自告诉自己。所有的事情都妥当地处理一下，然后顺其自然。一切完全按照往常进行，根本没必要伪装。

因此，当她穿过后门走进厨房时，她还轻松地哼着小曲儿，笑着。“帕特里克！”她大声喊着，“亲爱的，你还好吗？”

她把包裹放在桌子上，径直往客厅走去。当她看见丈夫躺在地上，两条腿弯曲着，一只胳膊畸形地被压在身体下面时，真是被吓了一跳。所有往日的爱，以及她对他的眷恋之情，此时此刻都在她心里翻涌起来。于是，她来到他尸体旁边，靠着他跪了下来，昏天黑地哭了起来，哭声那么真切，撕心裂肺。她很容易做到这一点，没有必要伪装。

过了一会儿，她站起来，打算打个电话。她知道警察局的电话号码。电话接通后，那边的男子回话时，她叫了起来：“快！快来啊！帕特里克死了！”

“您是哪位？”

“马勒尼夫人。帕特里克·马勒尼夫人。”

“您的意思是帕特里克·马勒尼死了？”

“我觉得是的，”她一边哭泣，一边说道，“他一动不动地躺在地上，我感觉他死了。”

“我们立刻过去，”那个男人说。

警车很快赶过来了。她打开前门，两个警察走了进来。这两位她都认识——她基本上认识这个管辖区的所有警员们——她坐到椅子上休息一下，接着走到另一个警员奥迈利身边，他正蹲在尸体旁。

“他真的死了吗？”她哭着说。“恐怕是的。发生什么事了？”

她简短地把自己的经历给他们讲了一遍：出门上杂货店买东西，回来后便发现他躺在地上。当她诉说的时候，应该说当她哭诉的时候，努南发现死者头部有一个凝固的小血块。于是，他指给奥迈利看，奥迈利立刻站了起来，快速来到电话旁打电话。

不一会儿，其他警方人员陆续来到现场。先到的是一个法医，紧接着是两名警探，她知道其中一位警探的姓名。后来又来了一个警局的摄影师，并对现场进行了拍照，还有一个检测指纹的人。这些人在尸体的周围小声地嘀咕着，并且问了她很多问题。不过，他们对她的态度一直都很好。她把她经历的一切又讲述了一次，这一次，她是从最开始说起：当帕特里克下班回来的时候，她正在做针线活。他说他累坏了，所以不想出去吃晚饭。接着她又告诉他们，她是怎样一步步把肉放进烤箱的——“瞧，就在那儿烤着，”——还有，她又是怎样从后门出去，然后来到杂货店里，买了些晚饭用的蔬菜，回到家之后却发现丈夫躺在了地上。

“哪家杂货店？”其中一个警探问道。

她如实地说了。随即，这个警探又转身朝另一个警探小声说了几句话。那个警探听完后立刻离开房间，径直向大街走去。

十五分钟后，那个警探拿来一张纸，上面记录着什么，接着他们俩小声说了很长时间，她在抽泣中隐约能听到些耳语——“……举止很正常……十分开心……想为丈夫做一顿可口的晚饭……豌豆……奶酪蛋糕……她……不可能……”

过了一会儿，摄影师和法医离开了，进来两个其他的人。他们把尸体放在担架上，抬出去了。接下来那个检测指纹的人也离开了。两个警探没有走开，另外的两个警察也留了下来。他们对她特别好，杰克·努南问她是否愿意到其他地方去走走，可以去她姐姐家，或者去和自己的妻子相处一会儿，他妻子会好好照顾她的，会让她踏踏实实地睡一个好觉。

她没有同意，哪都不想去。这会儿她觉得自己连动都动不了，就在原地安静地待会儿，直到感觉好点为止，希望他们不要太介意。因为这件事情，她感觉身体不太舒服，可以说极其不舒服。

杰克·努南建议她到床上躺一会儿，也许会好一些。

她没有采纳这个建议，她说她只想在原来的地方待着，只想在这把椅子里坐着不动。也许，过了一会儿，她感觉好些了，会走动走动。

于是，他们把她留在那里，开始忙自己的事情——搜索整个住宅。时不时地，一个探员会跑过来问她一些问题。有时，当杰克·努南从她跟前经过的时候，会像一个绅士，和她说上几句话。他告诉她，她的丈夫是由于后脑勺遭受很沉的钝器猛击而致死的，基本上可以肯定，凶手所用的凶器是一件大型的金属器具。他们正在寻找这个凶器。凶手可能已经把它随身带走了，但是也不能排除把它扔掉了，也有可能藏在这栋房子的某个地方。



“都是老一套了，”他说，“只要找到了凶器，就很容易抓到凶手。”

过了一会儿，其中的一个警探走到她身边坐了下来。他问她，房间里是不是有一些可以当作凶器的东西，如果她不介意的话，可以四处检查一下，看看有没有少了某些东西——比如，那种特别大的扳手，或者是很重的金属质地的花瓶。

她告诉他们，家里从来就没有那种很重的金属质地的花瓶。

“那是否有那种大型的扳手呢？”

她说也没有印象他们有过大的扳手。但是，她说这种东西应该能在车库里找到。

他们继续进行搜索。她知道，除了眼前的这些警察，还有其他的警察在院子里面，遍布整个宅子。她能清晰听到他们的脚步声，听到他们踩在石子上面的声音。偶尔，她会透过窗帘的缝隙看见手电筒的闪光。夜色慢慢变深，她看见壁炉上方的钟表指针已经指向九点。搜查房间的那四个男人估计有些疲倦了，看起来有点恼火。

“杰克，麻烦你帮我拿杯喝的好不好？”努南警官再次在她身边走过时，她对他说。

“当然可以，这就给你拿，你是不是要这个威士忌？”

“没错，就是这个，谢谢。不过，一小杯就行了。我想，这也许能让我感觉好些。”

他把一小杯威士忌递给她。

“你何不也倒一杯呢，”她说，“你一定累坏了吧，喝一杯吧。一直以来，你对我都这么关心。”

“是这样，”他答道，“我们有严格规定，不许喝酒，不过稍微喝一点也无妨，这样好有力气干活。”

其他的警察也陆续走进屋，在她的鼓励下，他们都喝了一小口威士忌酒。他们在她周围站着，手里都拿着酒杯，可能是因为她在场的原因，所以有点拘谨，不自在。他们尽量对她说一些安慰的话。努南警官晃晃悠悠地走进厨房，但是很快又出来了，“我说，马勒尼夫人，你是不是忘了你们家的烤箱还开着呢，并且烤肉还在里边。”

“啊，天哪！”她叫道，“我还真把它给忘了，烤箱确实还开着呢！”

“我还是帮你把它关了吧，怎么样？”

“真让你费心了，那就麻烦你把它关了吧，太谢谢你了。”

当杰克·努南警官再次回来时，她用她那双又黑又大的眼睛望着他，眼睛里充满着泪水，“杰克·努南，”她说。

“怎么了？”

“你可不可以帮我一个小忙？——你，还有剩下的人，”她对屋里所有的人说。

“我们会尽力而为的，马勒尼夫人。”

“是这样，”她说，“你们今天都来到这里，还有亲爱的帕特里克的好友们，你们为了抓到杀害他的凶手费尽心血。我想，现在你们肯定饿得不行了，因为现在早已过了晚饭的时间了，并且，如果我继续让你们待在房子里，而不好好地招待你们一下的话，我的丈夫帕特里克永远不会原谅我的，上帝保佑他的灵魂。我有一个想法，想让你们把烤箱里的烤羊肉吃掉，当作晚餐吧。我想，羊肉应该刚好烤熟了，怎么样？”

“真是连做梦都梦不到的好事，”努南警官说。

“拜托你们了，”她乞求道，“你们就把它吃掉吧。就我本人而言，我不能碰这里的任何东西。当然，当他在的时候，情况是不一样的。但是你们不一样，你们可以随便碰屋里的东西。你们要是把羊肉吃了，那可真是帮了我的大忙了。吃完后，你们就有力气继续工作了。”

四名警察犹豫了很长一段时间，不过很明显，他们确实都已经非常饿了。经过她一番真诚地邀请后，他们急忙跑到厨房，为空荡荡的肚子填东西去了。女人坐在原位上，听着他们在厨房里说笑着，他们的声音虽然很大，但是说话的声音不太清楚，因为嘴里塞满了烤熟的羊肉。

“多吃点，查理。”

“还是算了吧，别把人家的肉吃光了。”

“是她要我们吃光的，她不是说了嘛，务必帮她这个忙。”

“那好吧，再给我来点。”

“歹徒肯定是用一根可以置人于死地的大型棒器杀害可怜的帕特里克的，”其中一个人说道，“法医说，他的头骨已经被击碎了，好像是被铁锤击过一样。”

“所以说，这么大的凶器应该很容易找到的。”

“这正是我要说的。”

“不管是什么人，干完之后，都不会携带那么笨重的东西四处溜达。”

其中一个人打了个饱嗝。

“要我说呀，那凶器肯定就在这儿，就在宅子的什么地方藏着呢！”

“可能就在我们眼皮子底下。你说是吧，杰克？”

这时候，在另一个房间里，玛丽·马勒尼笑了起来。

The room was warm and clean, the curtains drawn, the two table lamps alight—hers and the one by the empty chair opposite. On the sideboard behind her, two tall glasses, soda water, whiskey. Fresh ice cubes in the Thermos bucket.

Mary Maloney was waiting for her husband to come home from work.

Now and again she would glance up at the clock, but without anxiety, merely to please herself with the thought that each minute gone by made it nearer the time when he would come. There was a slow smiling air about her, and about everything she did. The drop of a head as she bent over her sewing was curiously tranquil. Her skin—for this was her sixth month with child—had acquired a wonderful translucent quality, the mouth was soft, and the eyes, with their new placid look, seemed larger, darker than before. When the clock said ten minutes to five, she began to listen, and a few moments later, punctually as always, she heard the tires on the gravel outside, and the car door slamming, the footsteps passing the window, the key turning in the lock. She laid aside her sewing, stood up, and went forward to kiss him as he came in.

“Hello, darling,”she said.

“Hello, darling,”he answered.

She took his coat and hung it in the closet. Then she walked over and made the drinks, a strongish one for him, a weak one for herself; and soon she was back again in her chair with the sewing, and he in the other, opposite, holding the tall glass with both hands, rocking it so the ice cubes tinkled against the side.

For her, this was always a blissful time of day. She knew he didn't want to speak much until the first drink was finished, and she, on her side, was content to sit quietly, enjoying his company after the long hours alone in the house. She loved to luxuriate in the presence of this man, and to feel—almost as a sunbather feels the sun—that warm male glow that came out of him to her when they were alone together. She loved him for the way he sat loosely in a chair, for the way he came in a door, or moved slowly across the room with long strides. She loved intent, far look in his eyes when they rested in her, the funny shape of the mouth, and especially the way he remained silent about his tiredness, sitting still with himself until the whiskey had taken some of it away.

“Tired, darling?”

“Yes,”he said.“I'm tired.”And as he spoke, he did an unusual thing. He lifted his glass and drained it in one swallow although there was still half of it, at least half of it left. She wasn't really watching him, but she knew what he had done because she heard the ice cubes falling back against the bottom of the empty glass when he lowered his arm. He paused a moment, leaning forward in the chair, then he got up and went slowly over to fetch himself another.

“I'll get it!”she cried, jumping up.

“Sit down,”he said.

When he came back, she noticed that the new drink was dark amber with the quantity of whiskey in it.

“Darling, shall I get your slippers?”

“No.”

She watched him as he began to sip the dark yellow drink, and she could see little oily swirls in the liquid because it was so strong.

“I think it's a shame,”she said,“that when a policeman gets to be as senior as you, they keep him walking about on his feet all day long.”

He didn't answer, so she bent her head again and went on with her sewing; but each time he lifted the drink to his lips, she heard the ice cubes clinking against the side of the glass.

“Darling,”she said.“Would you like me to get you some cheese? I haven't made any supper because it's Thursday.”

“No,”he said.

“If you're too tired to eat out,”she went on,“it's still not too late. There's plenty of meat and stuff in the freezer, and you can have it right here and not even move out of the chair.”

Her eyes waited on him for an answer, a smile, a little nod, but he made no sign.

“Anyway,”she went on,“I'll get you some cheese and crackers first.”

“I don't want it,”he said.

She moved uneasily in her chair, the large eyes still watching his face.“But you must eat! I'll fix it anyway, and then you can have it or not, as you like.”

She stood up and placed her sewing on the table by the lamp.

“Sit down,”he said.“Just for a minute, sit down.”

It wasn't till then that she began to get frightened.

“Go on,”he said.“Sit down.”

She lowered herself back slowly into the chair, watching him all the time with those large, bewildered eyes. He had finished the second drink and was staring down into the glass, frowning.

“Listen,”he said.“I've got something to tell you.”

“What is it, darling? What's the matter?”

He had now become absolutely motionless, and he kept his head down so that the light from the lamp beside him fell across the upper part of his face, leaving the chin and mouth in shadow. She noticed there was a little muscle moving near the corner of his left eye.

“This is going to be a bit of a shock to you, I'm afraid,”he said.“But I've thought about it a good deal and I've decided the only thing to do is tell you right away. I hope you won't blame me too much.”

And he told her. It didn't take long, four or five minutes at most, and she sat very still through it all, watching him with a kind of dazed horror as he went further and further away from her with each word.

“So there it is,”he added.“And I know it's kind of a bad time to be telling you, but there simply wasn't any other way. Of course I'll give you money and see you're looked after. But there needn't really be any fuss. I hope not anyway. It wouldn't be very good for my job.”

Her first instinct was not to believe any of it, to reject it all. It occurred to her that perhaps he hadn't even spoken, that she herself had imagined the whole thing. Maybe, if she went about her business and acted as though she hadn't been listening, then later, when she sort of woke up again, she might find none of it had ever happened.



“I'll get the supper,”she managed to whisper, and this time he didn't stop her.

When she walked across the room she couldn't feel her feet touching the floor. She couldn't feel anything at all—except a slight nausea and a desire to vomit. Everything was automatic now—down the steps to the cellar, the light switch, the deep freeze, the hand inside the cabinet taking hold of the first object it met. She lifted it out, and looked at it. It was wrapped in paper, so she took off the paper and looked at it again.

A leg of lamb.

All right then, they would have lamb for supper. She carried it upstairs, holding the thin bone-end of it with both her hands, and as she went through the living room, she saw him standing over by the window with his back to her, and she stopped.

“For God's sake,”he said, hearing her, but not turning round.“Don't make supper for me. I'm going out.”



At that point, Mary Maloney simply walked up behind him and without any pause she swung the big frozen leg of lamb high in the air and brought it down as hard as she could on the back of his head.

She might just as well have hit him with a steel club.

She stepped back a pace, waiting, and the funny thing was that he remained standing there for at least four or five seconds, gently swaying. Then he crashed to the carpet.

The violence of the crash, the noise, the small table overturning, helped bring her out of he shock. She came out slowly, feeling cold and surprised, and she stood for a while blinking at the body, still holding the ridiculous piece of meat tight with both hands.

All right, she told herself. So I've killed him.

It was extraordinary, now, how clear her mind became all of a sudden. She began thinking very fast. As the wife of a detective, she knew quite well what the penalty would be. That was fine. It made no difference to her. In fact, it would be a relief. On the other hand, what about the child? What were the laws about murderers with unborn children? Did they kill them both—mother and child? Or did they wait until the tenth month? What did they do?

Mary Maloney didn't know. And she certainly wasn't prepared to take a chance.

She carried the meat into the kitchen, placed it in a pan, turned the oven on high, and shoved it inside. Then she washed her hands and ran upstairs to the bedroom. She sat down before the mirror, tidied her hair, touched up her lips and face. She tried a smile. It came out rather peculiar. She tried again.

“Hullo, Sam,”she said brightly, aloud.

The voice sounded peculiar too.

“I want some potatoes please, Sam. Yes, and I think a can of peas.”

That was better. Both the smile and the voice were coming out better now.

She rehearsed it several times more. Then she ran downstairs, took her coat, went out the back door, down the garden, into the street.

It wasn't six o'clock yet and the lights were still on in the grocery shop.

“Hullo, Sam,”she said brightly, smiling at the man behind the counter.

“Why, good evening, Mrs. Maloney. How're you?”

“I want some potatoes please, Sam. Yes, and I think a can of peas.”

The man turned and reached up behind him on the shelf for the peas.

“Patrick've decided he's tired and doesn't want to eat out tonight,”she told him.“We usually go out Thursdays, you know, and now he's caught me without any vegetables in the house.”

“Then how about meat, Mrs. Maloney?”

“No, I've got meat, thanks. I got a nice leg of lamb from the freezer.”

“Oh.”

“I don't know much like cooking it frozen, Sam, but I'm taking a chance on it this time. You think it'll be all right?”

“Personally,”the grocer said,“I don't believe it makes any difference. You want these Idaho potatoes?”

“Oh yes, that'll be fine. Two of those.”

“Anything else?”The grocer cocked his head on one side, looking at her pleasantly.“How about afterwards? What you going to give him for afterwards?”

“Well—what would you suggest, Sam?”

The man glanced around his shop.“How about a nice big slice of cheesecake? I know he likes that.”

“Perfect,”she said.“He loves it.”

And when it was all wrapped and she had paid, she put on her brightest smile and said,“Thank you, Sam. Good night.”

“Good night, Mrs. Maloney. And thank you.”

And now, she told herself as she hurried back, all she was doing now, she was returning home to her husband and he was waiting for his supper; and she must cook it good, and make it as tasty as possible because the poor man was tired; and if, when she entered the house, she happened to find anything unusual, or tragic, or terrible, then naturally it would be a shock and she'd become frantic with grief and horror. Mind you, she wasn't expecting to find anything. She was just going home with the vegetables, Mrs. Patrick Maloney going home with the vegetables on Thursday evening to cook supper for her husband.

That's the way, she told herself. Do everything right and natural. Keep things absolutely natural and there'll be no need for any acting at all.

Therefore, when she entered the kitchen by the back door, she was humming a little tune to herself and smiling.

“Patrick!”she called.“How are you, darling?”

She put the parcel down on the table and went through into the living room; and when she saw him lying there on the floor with his legs doubled up and one arm twisted back underneath his body, it really was rather a shock. All the old love and longing for him welled up inside her, and she ran over to him, knelt down beside him, and began to cry her heart out. It was easy. No acting was necessary.

A few minutes later she got up and went to the phone. She know the number of the police station, and when the man at the other end answered, she cried to him,“Quick! Come quick! Patrick's dead!”

“Who's speaking?”

“Mrs. Maloney. Mrs. Patrick Maloney.”

“You mean Patrick Maloney's dead?”

“I think so,”she sobbed.“He's lying on the floor and I think he's dead.”

“Be right over,”the man said.

The car came very quickly, and when she opened the front door, two policemen walked in. She know them both—she know nearly all the man at that precinct—and she fell right into a chair, then went over to join the other one, who was called O'Malley, kneeling by the body.

“Is he dead?”she cried.

“I'm afraid he is. What happened?”

Briefly, she told her story about going out to the grocer and coming back to find him on the floor. While she was talking, crying and talking, Noonan discovered a small patch of congealed blood on the dead man's head. He showed it to O'Malley who got up at once and hurried to the phone.

Soon, other men began to come into the house. First a doctor, then two detectives, one of whom she know by name. Later, a police photographer arrived and took pictures, and a man who know about fingerprints. There was a great deal of whispering and muttering beside the corpse, and the detectives kept asking her a lot of questions. But they always treated her kindly. She told her story again, this time right from the beginning, when Patrick had come in, and she was sewing, and he was tired, so tired he hadn't wanted to go out for supper. She told how she'd put the meat in the oven—“it's there now, cooking”—and how she'd slipped out to the grocer for vegetables, and come back to find him lying on the floor.



“Which grocer?”one of the detectives asked.

She told him, and he turned and whispered something to the other detective who immediately went outside into the street.

In fifteen minutes he was back with a page of notes, and there was more whispering, and through her sobbing she heard a few of the whispered phrases—“……acted quite normal……very cheerful……wanted to give him a good supper……peas……cheesecake……i mpossible that she……”

After a while, the photographer and the doctor departed and two other men came in and took the corpse away on a stretcher. Then the fingerprint man went away. The two detectives remained, and so did the two policemen. They were exceptionally nice to her, and Jack Noonan asked if she wouldn't rather go somewhere else, to her sister's house perhaps, or to his own wife who would take care of her and put her up for the night.

No, she said. She didn't feel she could move even a yard at the moment. Would they mind awfully if she stayed just where she was until she felt better? She didn't feel too good at the moment, she really didn't.

“Then hadn't she better lie down on the bed?”Jack Noonan asked.

No, she said. She'd like to stay right where she was, in this chair. A little later, perhaps, when she felt better, she would move.

So they left her there while they went about their business, searching the house. Occasionally one of the detectives asked her another question. Sometimes Jack Noonan spoke at her gently as he passed by. Her husband, he told her, had been killed by a blow on the back of the head administered with a heavy blunt instrument, almost certainly a large piece of metal. They were looking for the weapon. The murderer may have taken it with him, but on the other hand he may have thrown it away or hidden it somewhere on the premises.

“It's the old story,”he said.“Get the weapon, and you've got the man.”

Later, one of the detectives came up and sat beside her. Did she know, he asked, of anything in the house that could've been used as the weapon? Would she mind having a look around to see if anything was missing—a very big spanner, for example, or a heavy metal vase.

They didn't have any heavy metal vases, she said.

“Or a big spanner?”

She didn't think they had a big spanner. But there might be some things like that in the garage.

The search went on. She knew that there were other policemen in the garden all around the house. She could hear their footsteps on the gravel outside, and sometimes she saw a flash of a torch through a chink in the curtains. It began to get late, nearly nine she noticed by the clock on the mantle. The four men searching the rooms seemed to be growing weary, a trifle exasperated.

“Jack,”she said, the next time Sergeant Noonan went by.“Would you mind giving me a drink?”

“Sure I'll give you a drink. You mean this whiskey?”

“Yes, please. But just a small one. It might make me feel better.”

He handed her the glass.

“Why don't you have one yourself,”she said.“You must be awfully tired. Please do. You've been very good to me.”

“Well,”he answered.“It's not strictly allowed, but I might take just a drop to keep me going.”

One by one the others came in and were persuaded to take a little nip of whiskey. They stood around rather awkwardly with the drinks in their hands, uncomfortable in her presence, trying to say consoling things to her. Sergeant Noonan wandered into the kitchen, come out quickly and said,“Look, Mrs. Maloney. You know that oven of yours is still on, and the meat still inside.”

“Oh dear me!”she cried.“So it is!”

“I better turn it off for you, hadn't I?”

“Will you do that, Jack. Thank you so much.”

When the sergeant returned the second time, she looked at him with her large, dark tearful eyes.“Jack Noonan,”she said.

“Yes?”

“Would you do me a small favor—you and these others?”

“We can try, Mrs. Maloney.”

“Well,”she said.“Here you all are, and good friends of dear Patrick's too, and helping to catch the man who killed him. You must be terrible hungry by now because it's long past your suppertime, and I know Patrick would never forgive me, God bless his soul, if I allowed you to remain in his house without offering you decent hospitality. Why don't you eat up that lamb that's in the oven? It'll be cooked just right by now.”

“Wouldn't dream of it,”Sergeant Noonan said.

“Please,”she begged.“Please eat it. Personally I couldn't touch a thing, certainly not what's been in the house when he was here. But it's all right for you. It'd be a favor to me if you'd eat it up. Then you can go on with your work again afterwards.”

There was a good deal of hesitating among the four policemen, but they were clearly hungry, and in the end they were persuaded to go into the kitchen and help themselves. The woman stayed where she was, listening to them speaking among themselves, their voices thick and sloppy because their mouths were full of meat.

“Have some more, Charlie?”

“No. Better not finish it.”

“She wants us to finish it. She said so. Be doing her a favor.”

“Okay then. Give me some more.”

“That's the hell of a big club the guy must have used to hit poor Patrick,”one of them was saying.“The doc says his skull was smashed all to pieces just like from a sledgehammer.”

“That's why it ought to be easy to find.”

“Exactly what I say.”

“Whoever done it, they're not going to be carrying a thing like that around with them longer than they need.”

One of them belched.

“Personally, I think it's right here on the premises.”

“Probably right under our very noses. What you think, Jack?”

And in the other room, Mary Maloney began to giggle.
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波思克姆比溪谷秘案 The Boscombe Valley Mystery



一天清晨，我和妻子正在吃早饭，女仆送来了一份电报。电报是歇洛克·福尔摩斯发的，上面写着：

不知你这几天有没有空？我刚刚得到英国西部关于波思克姆比溪谷惨案的来电。你的到来将会使我欣喜万分。这个地方有着非常优美的景色和新鲜的空气。希望你可以十一时十五分从帕丁顿出发。

“亲爱的，你觉得如何？”餐桌另一边的妻子看了看我说，“你想去吗？”

“我也不知道该怎么说才好。我现在有很多事要做。”

“噢，安斯特鲁瑟会接替你的工作的。最近你的脸色总是有点苍白。我想，环境的改变对你也许会有好处的，再说了，对于歇洛克·福尔摩斯参与的案件你不是一直很有兴趣吗？”

“在办案过程中，我也确实学到了不少东西，就因为这个，如果他需要我帮助我不过去的确对不起他。”这时我回答道，“不过，要去那里，我现在就要开始收拾行李了，因为半个小时后就得出发。”

我曾经在阿富汗参过战，在那里学会了如何快速地行动，做出反应，以及随时起身就走。必须携带的生活用品并不是很多，因此半个小时后我就坐在出租车上，带着我的行李箱，车声辚辚地向帕丁顿车站行进。歇洛克·福尔摩斯在站台上徘徊着。他的上身穿一件长长的灰色旅行斗篷，头上戴一顶紧紧箍着头的便帽：这样的装束更加显现了他身材的瘦长。

“华生，你能来真是太好了，”他说道，“现在有一个可靠的人在我身边，情况就很不一样了。当地有关方面的协助有时候是毫无用处的，甚至还带有先入为主的偏见。你去占着那个角落里的两个空位置，我去买车票。”

在车厢里，陪伴我和福尔摩斯一起乘车的就是他带来的那些乱七八糟的报纸。他先翻着这些报纸，看完后就在纸上记录着什么，有时又非常安静地思考着，在我们的列车经过雷丁之前他一直都是这样。之后，他又突然把这些报纸全都卷起来扔到了行李架上。

“对于这个案件，你听说过什么情况吗？”他问道。

“没有，我已经很长时间不看报纸了。”

“伦敦报纸新闻里的描述都差不多，我一直希望从最新的报纸上找到一点有用的信息。根据我的推测，这个案件应该是看上去很简单，而实际侦破起来很难。”

“你这话怎么说得自相矛盾呢？”

“但这话含义深刻。不正常的现象总是可以提供一些线索给我们。不过，有些案件看上去非常平常，没有什么异样，可我们连这是不是犯罪都难以断定。然而，对于这个案件他们却已经认定是一起儿子杀害父亲的案件了。”

“你是说，那是个谋杀案？”

“唔，这也只是他们的猜想。我只有在亲自调查了这个案件后才会做出判断。我现在就把到目前为止我了解的情况向你大概地说一下。”

“波思克姆比溪谷位于赫里福德郡，是一个乡村，但是距离罗斯不远。约翰·特纳先生拥有着那个地区最大的农场。他在澳大利亚赚了大笔钱，回来后投资了农场。他把自己的农场里的一个叫哈瑟里的农场租给了同样在澳大利亚奋斗过的查尔斯·迈卡西先生。他们两个就是在那个殖民地上认识的，因此，很自然他们定居时选择了距离彼此很近的地方。显然，特纳比较富有，所以迈卡西成了他的佃户。不过看上去他们还是和以前一样，很平等。迈卡西有一个十八岁的儿子，特纳则有一个十八岁的女儿，这是他唯一的女儿。他们两个人的妻子都已经去世，多年以来一直不大与周围英国邻居来往。迈卡西父子两人很喜欢锻炼，所以人们经常在附近的赛马场上看到父子俩的身影。迈卡西有一男一女两个仆人。特纳家族很大，大约有五六口人。以上这些就是我尽可能搜集到的关于这两个家庭的情况。现在我们再来谈一谈事件的详情。”

“6月3日，也就是上个星期一下午三点钟左右，迈卡西从他在哈瑟里的住所出发，步行到波思克姆比池塘。这个池塘其实是一个小湖，由从波思克姆比溪谷倾泻而下的溪流汇集而成。他曾经在上午和仆人一起到过罗斯，并且告诉仆人说，他要抓紧时间办事，因为下午三点他还要会见一个很重要的人。可他去赴约后就再也没有回来了。”

“哈瑟里农场距离波思克姆比池塘四分之一英里，在这段路上有两个人看见过他。其中一个是一位老年妇女，至于她的名字我没有在报纸上找到，另一个是特纳先生雇来看守猎场的，叫威廉·科劳德。在这两个人的证词中，都说迈卡西先生当时是一个人走过这段路的。那个看守猎场的人还说，他看见迈卡西先生走过去几分钟之后，迈卡西先生的儿子詹姆斯·迈卡西也跟了上去，他的腋下还夹着一把猎枪。他可以肯定，当时走在前面的迈卡西先生一定是在追随其后的儿子的视野之内的。直到晚上听说了那件惨案，他才想到了白天这件事。”

“在猎场看守人威廉·科劳德目睹迈卡西父子从那里经过，后来又消失在他的视线之内以后，其他人也看到了他们父子两人。波思克姆比池塘周围的树林很茂密，离池塘比较远的周围的草丛也很茂密。有一个十四岁的女孩子——波思克姆比溪谷庄园看门人的女儿佩兴斯·莫兰，她当时就在附近的一片丛林里采摘鲜花。她说自己当时看到迈卡西先生和他的儿子在树林边靠近池塘的地方；那时父子两个人好像在争吵着什么，她听见老迈卡西先生在大骂他的儿子，她甚至看到了那个儿子举起自己的双手，好像是要打自己的父亲似的。他们暴力的行为把这个小姑娘给吓跑了，到家之后她告诉了母亲自己看到的情景。她离开树林时，迈卡西父子俩还在波思克姆比池塘附近争执着，她害怕他们会真的动起手来。她的话还没有说完，小迈卡西跑来说他看到父亲已经死了，请求看门人的帮助。他当时看上去很激动，连帽子和枪都没有带，在他的袖子和衣服角上可以看到斑斑血迹。他把他们带到了池塘边上，发现了池塘边草地上的尸体。死者的头部由于受到了某种又重又钝的武器的袭击凹陷了下去。从伤口上判断，他儿子用自己的枪的枪托打死父亲的可能性很大，那支枪就扔在离池塘不远的草地上。所以警察迅速逮捕了这个小儿子，并在星期二宣布犯有谋杀罪，星期三将提交罗斯地方法官审判，罗斯地方法官现已把这个案件提交巡回审判法庭去审理。以上这些是验尸官和违警罪法庭处理这件案件后的陈述。”

我马上接道：“我简直无法想象还有比这更恶毒的案件了。如果现场可以作为证据来证明罪行的话，那么现在这案子就是一个典型。”

福尔摩斯一边回答一边在思考着什么：“现场被用作证据很靠不住。

表面上看，它似乎是揭穿了某件案子的全部真相，不过，只要你稍微改变一下观点，你就会发现这些现场同样可以作为相反情况的证明，而且这种证明同样是明确的。不过可以肯定的是，现在的证据对这个年轻人很不利。他是杀人犯这种可能性是存在的。可周围确实有些人相信他是无辜的，其中包括农场主的女儿特纳小姐，她还委托了莱斯特雷德来接手这件案子，为小迈卡西的清白辩护——你或许还记得莱斯特雷德就是同‘血字的研究’案件有关的那个侦探——但是，莱斯特雷德觉得这个案子实在是不好处理，于是又找到了我。正是因为这个，两个中年绅士放弃了在家吃饱饭之后舒舒服服地休息，而以每小时八十多公里的速度迅速地赶往案发现场。”

我说：“我觉得这些事实都太明显了，对于你处理这个案子可能没有多大的启发。”

他笑着回答说：“明显的事实是最容易迷惑人的，不过也许我们可以很幸运地找到另外一些很明显的事实，尽管这些事实在莱斯特雷德看来也许是不明显的。对于莱斯特雷德的说法，我们或者找到根据证明它或者彻底推翻它，但我们使用的方法将是他根本想象不到的，甚至是理解不了的。你很了解我，不会觉得我是在自我吹嘘吧？随便举个例子吧，我很清楚地看到了，你们家的窗户在右边，而恐怕对于莱斯特雷德先生来说，这样的事实却并不明显。”

“这你是怎么知道的？”

“我亲爱的朋友，我太了解你了，我知道你保持着那种军人所特有的整洁的习惯。你的胡子必定是每天早上都刮的，这样的季节，阳光是可以作为光源的。在你刮左边的时候，越靠近下面的部分就越不干净，这样一直延续到下巴时，就刮得很不干净了。很明显，左边的光线没有右边的光线好。你是一个很爱整洁的人，我很难想象，要是两边的光线一样的话，你怎么会把胡子刮成这样呢？我提到这个细节是用来作为我进行推理和判断的例证。这个是我所擅长的，或许对于我们现在正在进行的调查会有所帮助。所以，对于在传讯的过程中所提出的几个不是很重要的问题很值得怀疑。”

“什么问题？”

“看来并不是在案发现场逮捕他的，而是在哈瑟里农场。当巡官告诉他说他被逮捕的时候，他说对此他并不感到奇怪，这是他罪有应得。他这么说，很自然就消除了验尸陪审团心中仅存的一点点怀疑。”

我忍不住喊了出来，“那是他自己坦白了啊。”

“不对，因为事后有人提出了不同的意见，证明他是无辜的。”

“事情都发展到了这个地步才有人提出不同的意见，这值得怀疑。”

福尔摩斯说：“不，那是在目前的情况下，在黑暗之中我们可以看到的最明亮的一道光线。就算他再无知，也不可能察觉不到摆在他面前的不利形势。假设在被逮捕的时候，他故意表现出很吃惊或者是很生气的样子，我反而会觉得这值得怀疑，因为这样的情况下，惊奇和生气是不自然的，而这正好可以作为一个诡计多端的人用来迷惑别人的手段。对于当时的情况，他很坦然地承认了，这说明，要么他是无辜的，要么他就是格外镇静的。而他说这些都是他罪有应得这样的话，只要稍加考虑你会发现也是很自然的——他当时站在自己的生身父亲尸体的旁边，恰恰就是在这一天他曾经和父亲争吵过，根据那个提供了重要证据的小女孩的说法，他甚至曾经举起手来准备打自己的父亲。所以从他所说的话里我们可以看出他是一个很孝顺的儿子，可不是一个刚刚杀了人的罪犯所能假装得出来的。”



我摇了摇头，“可是有很多被判处死刑的人，他们被判的时候能证明他们犯罪的证据比这个案子要少之又少。”

“不错，很多人就是这样被送上绞刑架的，但他们被绞死很可能是冤枉的。”

“那个年轻人自己怎么说？”

“对于支持他的那些人，他交代的情况并不会给他们多少鼓励，但还是能给我们一点儿启示的，你自己可以找到，你看看吧。”

在一大捆报纸里，他找出了一张赫里福德郡当地的报纸，将一页翻过来折起来，给我指了指那个不幸的年轻人交代的一大段话。我稳稳地坐在一个车厢的角落里仔细地读着这些东西。他是这么交代的：死者唯一的儿子詹姆斯·迈卡西先生在法庭上做出这样的证词：

“我在布里斯托尔待了三天，上个星期一回到了家里。我父亲当时不在家，女用人告诉我，他和马车夫约翰·科布驱车到罗斯去了。到家后不久我听见他坐着马车回来了，当我向窗外看时，我发现下车之后他很快就往外走了，当时我并不知道他要去哪里。于是我拿着枪慢慢地向波思克姆比池塘那个方向跟了上去，打算到池塘那一边的养兔场去看看。猎场看守人威廉·科劳德在证词里说他看到我，事实上我也看到了他。不过他却错误地认为我是在跟踪父亲。其实我根本不知道父亲在我前面。在距离池塘有一百码的地方，我听到了‘库伊！’的喊声，这是父亲叫我的时候所用的信号。所以我迅速地向前跑去，在池塘的旁边发现了他。见到我之后他好像很惊讶，还粗声粗气地问我为什么会在那个地方。于是我们谈了一会话，后来争吵了起来，我还差点动了手，因为我父亲脾气很不好。我看到他的火气慢慢地快要控制不住了，就赶快离开了他，转身返回哈瑟里农场，不过我离开还不到一百五十码的时候，一个很可怕的声音从身后传来，于是我就又跑了回去。我看到父亲躺在了地上，头上受了很重的伤，已经奄奄一息了。我扔下枪，抱起他，可是几乎就是在一瞬间他断了气。我在他身边跪了几分钟，之后就去求特纳先生的看门人帮助我，因为当时我所在的地方离他家最近。当我回到父亲那里的时候，周围没有任何人，我根本就不知道是谁杀了他。他的人际关系并不是很好，由于他待人冷漠，让人敬畏；不过据我所知，还没有谁会要杀他。这些就是我所知道的全部。”

验尸官：“在你父亲去世之前有没有跟你说什么话？”

证人：“他说话的时候声音很含糊，不过我听到他提到一个好像是‘拉特’的名字。”

验尸官：“你觉得他想说什么？”

证人：“我不知道，我觉得他当时已经神志不清了。”

验尸官：“当天你为什么和你父亲发生争吵？”

证人：“我拒绝回答这个问题。”

验尸官：“你必须回答这个问题。”

证人：“我确实不能告诉你。但我可以保证，这和之后发生的谋杀案绝对没有关系。”

验尸官：“有没有关系要法庭说了算。不用我说你也应该明白，你不回答问题将来在法庭上会对你很不利。”

证人：“不过我还是要坚持拒绝回答这个问题。”

验尸官：“根据我所知道的情况，‘库伊’这种叫法是你和你父亲之间经常使用的一种称呼。”

证人：“不错。”

验尸官：“那么，在他没有看到，你甚至不知道你已从布里斯托尔回来的情况下，他怎么会使用这个信号叫你呢？”

证人(神情非常慌乱)：“这，我不清楚。”

一个陪审员：“当你听到了喊声，并且看到你的父亲被人重伤时，你没有在现场发现任何可疑的东西吗？”

证人：“没有什么具体的东西是可疑的。”

验尸官：“什么意思？”

证人：“当时我迅速地跑到了池塘边的空地上，心里很乱，很紧张，我脑子里想到的都是父亲。但我有一个模糊的印象：当时我往前跑，在我左边地上好像有一个灰色的东西，看样子像是大衣之类的，也可能是件方格呢的披风。当我从父亲身边站起来之后想回去找那件衣服时，已经不见了。”

“你的意思是在你回去之前这衣服就不见了？”

“不错，已经找不到了。”

“你不能肯定到底是什么吗？”

“不能，我只知道那里肯定有某种东西。”

“那东西距离尸体多远？”

“大约十几码远。”

“距离树林的边缘地带呢？”

“几乎和尸体是一样的距离。”

“也就是说，即使是有人拿走了它，那也是在你离开只有十几码的时候。”

“是的，它被拿走的时候我应该背对着它。”以上就是对嫌疑人审讯的全过程。

看着这个专栏，我说道：“我感觉对于那个年轻人来说，验尸官最后的那句话很严厉。那是他在提醒提供证词的人注意证词中出现了互相矛盾的地方，也就是说，他的父亲在没有看见他的时候不可能向他发出了只属于他们父子之间的信号；他还希望证人注意，他拒绝了回答他和父亲吵架的原因以及他的父亲在临死之前所说的很奇怪的话。他在暗示，这些对于死者的儿子来说都非常不利。”

福尔摩斯暗暗地发笑。他伸开自己的腿，近乎平躺一样地靠在软垫靠椅上，说：“你和验尸官一样，都想要打破那些看上去牢不可破的地方，以造成对这个年轻人的不利。不过你还不清楚吗？你自己一会儿说这个年轻人的想象力太丰富了，一会儿又说他实在是没有什么想象力，这是什么意思呢？——你觉得他缺乏想象力，因为他没有编造出合适的谎言来解释他和父亲吵架的原因，并且可以借此使陪审团同情他，你觉得他的想象力太丰富了，因为从他的内在感官发出了所谓死者临终前提及的‘拉特’的怪叫声，以及转眼间就消失了的衣服。事情并不是这样的，华生，现在我要先假设这个年轻人说的都是事实，并以此为基点来调查这件案子，我们看看顺着这样的假设可以得出什么样的结论。这是我的袖珍本彼特拉克诗集，你拿去读一读吧。在到达案件的现场之前，我不想再谈论这个案子了。我们的午饭在斯文登吃。看起来二十分钟之内我们就可以到达目的地了。”

我们穿过了风景秀丽的斯特劳德溪谷，跨越了河面宽广、波光粼粼的塞文河之后，最终到达了罗斯这个景色美丽的小村子。一个男人正在站台上等着我们，他身材细长，看上去像是一个侦探，神情诡异。虽然他模仿周围村民穿着浅棕色的风衣，打了皮裹腿，可我还是立即就认出了他是苏格兰场的莱斯特雷德。我们一起坐车到赫里福德阿姆斯旅馆，他已经在那里给我们预定好了房间。

我们坐下来喝茶的时候，莱斯特雷德说：“马车我已经雇好了。我知道你的脾气，一定想要立刻就到案发现场去。”

福尔摩斯回答说：“你说得太客气了，我要不要去完全取决于晴雨表。”

听到他这么说，莱斯特雷德感到很诧异。他说：“我不知道你说的是什么意思。”

“水银温度计上显示是多少度？我感觉是二十九。没有风也没有云。我这里有一整盒香烟要抽呢，而且这里的沙发和一般农村旅馆里的设备比起来可要好多了。我想今天晚上马车是用不上了吧。”

莱斯特雷德笑了起来。他说：“很显然，你已经根据报纸上的报道对这件案子有了自己的结论。这案件已经很清楚，而且随着对这案子的深入你会发现它越来越清楚。当然，对于这么一位女士的要求，我们是不能拒绝的。你的名声在外，她也听说了你，尽管我不停地跟她说，只要是我解决不了的问题，你也解决不了。哦，天哪，她的马车已经在门前了。”

他的话音刚落，一位女士走进了我们的房间，那是我所见过的最美丽的女士了——她的眼睛是蓝色的，而且炯炯有神。她张着嘴，面颊微红。她看上去很紧张，很忧郁，似乎有一种天生的矜持。

她朝我们两个喊了一声：“噢，歇洛克·福尔摩斯先生，”同时，来回地打量着我们，最后借着女人天生的直觉把目光停留在了我同伴的身上，“我很高兴你能来，我赶过来是为了向你说明，我知道詹姆斯并没有杀死他的父亲。我希望在开始调查时你就知道这一点，而且千万不要怀疑。我很小就认识他了，对于他的弱点我最清楚了；他这个人心肠很软，甚至都不敢去伤害一只苍蝇。只要是了解他的人都会认为这种指控简直太荒谬了。”

福尔摩斯说：“我也希望可以洗刷他的罪名。请相信，我一定会尽力的。”

“证词你已经看过了，对于这案子你已经有结论了吧？你应该看到其中有漏洞，难道你还不相信他无罪吗？”

“是的，我觉得他很有可能无罪。”

她头向后一仰，轻蔑地看着莱斯特雷德，大声地说：“好了，你听见了，他给了我解决这件事的希望。”

莱斯特雷德耸了耸肩。他说：“我看，下这样的结论对我的同事来说未免太快了吧。”

“不过他的结论是正确的。哦，我知道詹姆斯绝对不会这么做的，而他隐瞒他和他父亲争吵的原因，是为了防止把我牵扯进去，因为他们争吵的原因涉及我。”

福尔摩斯问道：“你怎么会被牵扯进去呢？”

“如果我再隐瞒，时间都来不及了。詹姆斯和他父亲对我的态度迥然不同。迈卡西先生急切地盼望着我们结婚，而我和詹姆斯从小就亲如兄妹。当然了，他年纪还不大，生活上没有什么经验，而且……而且……唔，他当然不希望这婚姻马上进行了。因此他们争吵了起来，我敢肯定这一定是他们争吵的一个原因。”

福尔摩斯问道：“那你父亲是什么态度，他同意这桩婚姻吗？”

“不，他不赞成。其实希望这婚姻成为现实的只有迈卡西先生一个人。”

当福尔摩斯非常怀疑地注视着这位女士的时候，她年轻的脸色，这时突然出现了绯红。

他说：“谢谢你告诉我这些事情。要是明天我有机会光临贵府的话，不知道能不能见到令尊呢？”

“我担心医生不会同意你去会见他。”

“这和医生有什么关系？”

“难道你不知道吗？我那命苦的父亲多年以来一直身体不大好，而这件事情几乎使他完全垮掉。他现在必须卧床休息，威罗医生告诉我说，他的身体已被极度损伤，神经非常脆弱。迈卡西先生在世的时候，在维多利亚，他是我父亲唯一认识的人。”

“哈！在维多利亚！这点很重要。”

“不错，在维多利亚的矿场。”

“那个矿场是一个金矿吧。据我所知，特纳先生就是从那里发家的。”

“不错，正是这样。”

“非常感谢，特纳小姐。你提供的信息对我们很有帮助，而且这种帮助意义重大。”

“明天只要你得到什么消息，请马上告诉我。你肯定会去监牢探望詹姆斯的。噢，要是你去的话，福尔摩斯先生，请你一定转告他，说我相信他是无辜的。”

“我一定照做，特纳小姐。”

“现在我要回家了，因为我父亲病得不轻，而且我不在他身边时，他总是放心不下。再见，乞求上帝祝福你们一切顺利。”说完，她就离开了，就像来时一样显得非常匆忙。接着我们就听到了马车在街上行驶时车轮辚辚的滚动声。

莱斯特雷德有好几分钟都不说话，之后他严肃地说道：“福尔摩斯，我为你的所作所为感到羞愧。对于这种根本就没有希望去解决的事，你却要人家心存希望。我不是心肠太软，但我觉得你这样做实在是太残忍了。”

福尔摩斯说“我觉得我有能力证明詹姆斯·迈卡西是无辜的。你现在拿到去监牢去探望他的许可了吗？”

“拿到了，但只能我们两个人进去。”

“那么，我就要重新考虑一下还要不要进去了。今天晚上的时间还允许我们坐车到赫里福德去看他吗？”

“这倒是完全可以。”

“那我们就去吧。华生，你是不是觉得事情进展不够快，但是这次出行只需要一两个小时。”

我们一起走到了火车站，之后在这个小城镇的街道上闲逛了一阵子，最后回到了投宿的地方。躺在沙发上，我拿起了一本黄色封面的廉价通俗小说读了起来，希望可以读到一些有趣的东西，用来打发无聊的时间。但是那些小说中的情节实在是太简单，跟我们正在调查的案件相比，根本不值一提。所以，我的注意力一直不能完全集中在小说虚构的情节上，时不时地回到现在的案件中来，最后我干脆把那小说扔到一边，聚精会神地思考现在正在调查的案件。如果我们假设这个可怜的年轻人所说的都是真的，那么在他听到父亲的尖叫声之后，和他赶回父亲那里之前，究竟发生了什么事情，完全超出了我们的想象，显得异常古怪呢？那肯定是让人听来很震惊的怪事，可是究竟是什么事呢？难道作为一个医生，不能从死者的伤痕上得到一点提示吗？

我拉响了铃铛，要他们送给我县里出版的报纸。对于法庭上的审讯过程，周报一字不漏地作了记录。法医的验尸报告是这样写的：死者脑后的第三个左顶骨和枕骨的左半部破裂，是因某种非常沉重的器械所致。我在自己的头上比画着那受伤的地方，很明显，这个非常猛烈的打击是来自死者的后面的。从某种意义上来讲，这对被告是有利的一点，因为证人们都说他和他的父亲是面对面争吵的。可是这也说明不了太大的问题，因为死者也有可能转身过去之后被他从后面打死。无论怎样，我觉得都有必要向福尔摩斯提出这一点。还有就是死者在死之前喊出了“拉特”这个名字。这是想在告诉那年轻人什么呢？这句话不大可能是在昏迷的时候说出来的。一般的情况下，被硬器突然攻击而致死，临死之前是不会胡言乱语的，绝对不会，这似乎又暗示我们死者的死因可能是其他的原因。不过，这又能告诉我们什么呢？为了找到有说服力的解释，我动用了脑子里的每一个细胞。还有就是小迈卡西看见的灰色衣服。假如这个是真的话，那这衣服一定是真正的凶手在逃跑的时候留下的，可能是他的大衣，但是他竟然有胆量在小迈卡西跪下来的一瞬间，而且是在他身后十几码之外的地方把衣服取走。这件案子的每个环节都是这么复杂，简直太不可思议了！我并不觉得莱斯特雷德的看法有什么奇怪的，不过我还是非常相信歇洛克·福尔摩斯的破案能力，所以，只要有新的事实可以证明他认为小迈卡西的无辜是正确的，那么在我看来希望还是存在的。

歇洛克·福尔摩斯很晚才回来。因为莱斯特雷德住在了城里，所以他一个人回来的。

他坐下来休息。“晴雨表的水银柱仍然很高，但愿这雨在我们检查完了现场之后再下吧，这一点非常重要。另一方面，要做这种很细致的工作，到时候要精神百倍，而且还要思维敏捷。我觉得长途旅行之后做这种工作很不合适。我见到了小迈卡西。”

“从他那里知道了些什么？”

“什么也没有。”

“他一点线索都没提供吗？”

“一点都没有。之前我一直在这么想：他可能知道真正的凶手，却在掩盖事实的真相。但是，我现在却可以肯定地说，和其他所有人一样，对于这件事，他也一无所知。这个年轻人不是很机灵，尽管从外表上看他真的是很漂亮，但是在内心里他还是一个很老实本分的人。”

我说：“要是像特纳小姐这么有魅力的小姐，他都不愿意娶，那我觉得他实在是太没有眼光了。”

“噢，这里还有一个故事呢，一个很痛苦的故事。这个小伙子爱那姑娘简直都快疯了。但是，大概在两年前那年轻人还只是一个少年时，他还并没有真正了解她。她曾经有五年不在家，在一所寄宿学校里念书。这个傻瓜在布里斯托尔被一个酒吧里的女人纠缠上了，并且还在婚姻登记处和那个女人登了记，你知道他有多傻了吧？对于这件事谁都不知道，但是你可以想象出，在这件傻事之后他会多么后悔，因为对于他本该做的事他没有做，而那些他绝对不可以去做的事反而去做了。他的这种做法无疑是会受到谴责的。他最后一次和父亲交谈的时候，他父亲极力劝说他和特纳小姐结婚，而他因为自己年少无知做过的傻事而表现得很激烈。另外他没有能力养活自己，而他的父亲又很刻薄，要是事情的真相被他知道了，那么那个年轻人一定会被他父亲彻底抛弃的。那之前的三天，他就是在布里斯托尔和他的那个当酒吧女郎的妻子一起度过的。当时他父亲根本就不知道他去了哪里。请千万注意这个，这是非常重要的一点。不过‘祸兮，福之所倚’，那个酒吧女郎知道了年轻人现在身处监牢，案件的情况对他很不利，甚至有可能被处绞刑，所以就彻底抛弃了他。在写给他的信中，她说，她原来是有夫之妇，那个人在百慕大码头工作，因此他们之间的关系并不能说是真正的夫妻关系。我觉得这个消息对于正在忍受折磨的年轻人来说值得庆幸。”

“不过要是他真的无罪，那么谁才是真正的凶手呢？”

“哦，真正的凶手啊？有两点我要提醒你特别注意。首先，被谋杀的这个人和某个人约定了在池塘的旁边见面，跟他有这样约会的人不可能是他的儿子，因为当时儿子在外面，他甚至都不知道儿子回来的确切时间。第二，在被谋杀的人还不知道他的儿子已经回来的时候，有人听见他大声喊‘库伊’。这两点将决定这个案件是不是能被顺利解决。现在如果你愿意的话，我们来谈一谈关于乔治·梅瑞裘斯的事情吧，其他不是很重要的事我们明天再讨论。”

福尔摩斯的预测很正确，第二天天气晴朗，没有雨，从一大早开始就晴空万里。早上九点的时候，莱斯特雷德乘坐马车来接我们，于是我们就立刻动身到哈瑟里农场和波思克姆比池塘去。

莱斯特雷德说：“今天早上有个新闻非常重要。有人说庄园里的特纳先生病得非常严重，可能活不了多长时间了。”

福尔摩斯说：“他或许已经老了吧。”

“他啊，大概六十多岁吧，以前住在外国身体就不好，也不是一天半天了。现在发生这样的事对他影响也很坏。他是迈卡西的老朋友了，在这里我要补充一下，他还对迈卡西有很大的恩情呢，因为根据我了解，他把哈瑟里农场租给迈卡西，甚至都不要租金。”

福尔摩斯说：“这倒怪有意思。”

“噢，是的！他想尽各种办法来帮助迈卡西，这一带的人对于他对迈卡西的那种帮助和仁慈都赞不绝口。”

“真的吗？那么看起来这个迈卡西原来一无所有。他接受了特纳那么多的恩惠，竟然还说要他的儿子和特纳的女儿结婚，况且可以预见的是这个女儿将是家族财产的继承人，而他的态度是这么骄横。这看上去像是有计划有预谋的，事成之后所有的人都必须按照他说的去做。对这个你们不觉得很奇怪吗？更何况根据特纳女儿所说的我们知道，特纳本人是反对这门亲事的，这一点不是更奇怪了吗？从这些事情中你能推断出什么来吗？”

莱斯特雷德向我使了个眼色，说道：“我们已经用演绎法做过推断了。福尔摩斯，我觉得，不用说那些毫无根据的结论或者胡乱的猜想了，光是去调查和核实一些重要的事实就够我们忙的了。”

福尔摩斯风趣地说：“你说得没错，你确实觉得核对事实很难办。”

莱斯特雷德有点激动地回答说：“不管怎么说，我已经掌握了一个重要的事实，而你很难掌握到这个事实。”

“这事实是……”

“那就是迈卡西死于小迈卡西之手，反对这种观点的一切说法都是错误的。”

福尔摩斯笑着说：“唔，比起迷雾来，月光(空谈)是更加明亮的。左边不就是哈瑟里农场了吗，你们看，对吧？”

“不错，的确就是。”

那是一所面积很大、有着惬意样式的两层石板瓦顶楼房，大片的灰色苔藓爬满了黄色的墙壁。不过窗帘低低地垂下来，烟囱也是干净的，看上去很凄凉，好像这个案子的恐怖的气氛还包围着这里，没有离去。我们在门口叫人出来开门，按照福尔摩斯的要求，女仆让我们检查了死者在被害的那天所穿的那双靴子，还给我们看了一双他儿子穿的靴子，尽管那双靴子并不是事发当天他穿的。福尔摩斯仔细地观察着这靴子的七八个地方，然后要求女仆带我们去看了看院子，沿着院子里一条曲折的小路，我们来到了波思克姆比池塘。

福尔摩斯认真观察和研究案情的前前后后，判若两人。要是你只熟悉贝克街那个不爱讲话的思想家和逻辑学家的话，那么在这种时候你是认不出他来的。他的脸色，一会儿通红，一会儿又阴沉得发黑。他的双眉紧蹙，就像是两条很粗的线，眉毛下的眼睛则充满着刚毅。他俯身看着，肩膀向前躬，嘴巴紧闭，脖子细长的青筋突出，就像一条鞭子。他的鼻孔放大，看上去简直就是一只准备捕猎的猛兽；他神情专注，任何人提出的问题或者说出的话都充耳不闻，要是他给你一个很粗暴的回答，那已经算是好的了。他沿着那条从草地中间横穿过去的小路走时一句话也不说，然后穿过树林到达了波思克姆比池塘。那里是一片沼泽地，地上很湿，而且整个地方都是这样，地上留下了很多脚印，在小路上和小路两边的草地上也散布着脚印。福尔摩斯一会儿匆忙疾行，一会儿又停下来一动不动。有一次他绕道进了草坪。莱斯特雷德和我跟在他后面，这个来自官方的侦探态度冷淡而傲慢，而我兴致勃勃地观察着我朋友的一举一动，因为我相信他的每一个动作都有着它特定的目的。

波思克姆比池塘方圆约五十码宽，四周长满了芦苇，位于哈瑟里农场和富裕的特纳先生私人花园交界处。池塘的对面有一片森林，在树林的上面我们可以看到一个红色的屋顶，这标志着这块地的主人的富有。在哈瑟里农场这一边，树木非常茂密；在树林和芦苇丛之间，有一片湿草地带，大概有二十步宽。莱斯特雷德指点谋杀案的具体位置给我们看，那里的地面很潮湿，死者的脚印清晰可见。根据福尔摩斯那种热情的表情和敏锐的目光，我觉得，虽然这个地方被很多人踩踏过，可他将要在这里找到什么线索。他围着这块地跑了一圈，就像是猎狗闻到了异味。

他问道：“你到池塘那里干什么去了？”

“我想用草耙从那里打捞上某种武器或者是寻找到其他的线索。可是，我的天哪……”

“噢，好了！好了！我可没时间听你抒发感慨！现在每个地方都有你向里拐的左脚的脚印。一只鼹鼠都能跟踪你的脚印，脚印就在芦苇那边消失了。唉，要是我能在那群人破坏了这里的线索之前到达，事情就好办多了——他们曾经在这里像水牛一样地到处打滚。看门人带来的人就是从这里过来的，尸体四周六到八英尺的范围里全都是他们的脚印。不过这里有三对脚印不是和其他的在一起的，但是和其中的一个是同样的脚印。”他拿出来一个放大镜，在一张防水油布上趴了下来观察着。在他观察的过程中，他更像是在自言自语，而不是在和我交谈。“这些是年轻的迈卡西的脚印。他来来回回在这里经过了两次，还有一次是很快地从这里经过，因为有一次的脚印很深，脚后跟部分的脚印都几乎看不清了。这就完全可以证明他说的是实话了——他看到了自己的父亲遭遇了不测，就马上跑了过来。这些脚印就是他父亲在来回走动时留下的。那么怎么解释这些呢？这个痕迹是儿子站在这里仔细听发生了什么事情的时候，枪托着地留下的。这个又是什么？哈，哈！是什么会留下这样的痕迹呢？脚尖！脚尖！并且还是方形的，这种靴子可太不一般了！这些脚印是走来的时候的，那些是离开的时候留下的，还有一些脚印是又走了回来的时候留下的……很显然，这些脚印就是他回来取大衣的时候留下的。那么这些脚印是从哪里来的呢？”

他走来走去地观察着，有些时候脚印消失了一段，然后又突然出现，一直延续到树林的边缘；跟着这脚印我们来到了一棵大山毛榉树——它是这周围一带最大的树——的树荫下。福尔摩斯继续向前走着，直到走到树的另一边，之后就脸贴地趴在地上，接着他喊了起来，尽管声音很小，却听得出其中的得意。他在那里趴了很久，把树叶和枯枝翻来覆去地观察着，然后把一些东西放进了盒子里，在我看来那些东西好像是泥土。在放大镜的帮助下，他不停地检查着地面，然后延伸到他可以够得着的树干上。他发现了苔藓中间的一块锯齿状的石头，他认真地观察了这石头，并且把它收藏了起来。之后他沿着一条小路走过了森林，一直走到公路的旁边，所有的踪迹都在那里消失了。

他说：“这个案子可是很有意思哦。”这个时候的他才恢复了往常的样子。“我肯定左边这个灰色的房子一定是门房，我们要到那里去告诉莫兰一些话，或者留给他一个条子。然后我们就可以坐马车回去吃饭了。你们先到马车那边去吧，我一会儿就来。”

走到马车那里我们大概用了十分钟，之后我们坐马车回到了罗斯，福尔摩斯带回了他在树林里搜集到的石头。

他拿着这块石头对莱斯特雷德说，“莱斯特雷德，对你来说也许这个是很有意思的，因为这就是凶手用来杀人的工具。”

“我看不出这石头有什么特点。”

“不错，的确是没有什么特点。”

“哦，那你怎么知道这是凶器呢？”

“石头下面的草还没有死呢。这说明这石头放在那里没几天。虽然我们无法判断这块石头的来源，可这石头的形状正好符合死者的致命伤口，在现场找不到其他的杀人工具的线索。”

“那凶手是怎么样的呢？”

“是个男性，个子很高，他习惯用左手，右边的腿瘸了，他穿的靴子是狩猎用的，后跟很高，还有就是他穿了一件灰色的风衣，抽印度雪茄，而且使用烟嘴，在他的兜里装着一把用来削鹅毛笔的小刀，那刀子很钝。还有一些其他的痕迹，不过以上这些发现已经可以帮助我们进一步调查案情了。”

莱斯特雷德笑了。他说，“我看我还是不能完全相信你所说的。讲起理论来谁都头头是道，不过我们要面对的是英国的陪审团，他们要的是事实。”

福尔摩斯的回答很冷静，“我们当然有自己的办法。你用你的方法，我们用我们的。我今天下午有很多事情要忙，可能要坐晚上的车回伦敦去。”

“你不准备彻底解决你接手的这案子吗？”

“不是的，因为案子已经结束了。”

“可是还是有一个疑团没有解开啊？”

“那个疑团已经被解开了。”

“那这凶手是谁呢？”

“就是我所描述的那个先生。”

“可到底是谁呢？”

“要把这个人给找出来不难。这周围的居民并不是很多。”

莱斯特雷德耸了耸肩说：“我这个人很注重实际。我可不愿意到周围跑来跑去找一个瘸子，否则所有苏格兰场的人都会嘲笑我的。”

福尔摩斯平静地说：“也好，不过我可是给过你机会了。你已经到了你住的地方了。再见吧，我走之前会给你写个便条的。”

我们让莱斯特雷德下车后，回到了自己的旅馆。那时，饭菜已经摆在了桌子上。福尔摩斯沉默着，一句话也不说，认真地思考着，看上去很痛苦，这种表情只有身处困境的那种人才会有。



收拾完了餐桌，他说：“华生，你坐在这椅子上听我说几句话，尽管你可能觉得我很啰唆。我现在没有完全确定究竟该怎么做，我想知道你的想法。点根雪茄吧，让我告诉你我的想法。”

“请说吧。”

“唔，在我们思考这个案子时，小迈卡西告诉我们的事情中有两点是我们两个都同时注意到的，尽管对这两点我觉得是对他有利的，可是你的看法正好相反。第一点是：据他所说，他的父亲没有看见他就叫了他‘库伊’。第二点是：死者在死之前说出了‘拉特’这两个字。死者当时说这几个字的声音很小，不过根据他儿子的说法，听到的只有这个词。这两点应该成为调查的起点，在我们开始分析的时候可以做这样的假设，这个小伙子所说的都是真话。”

“那么你怎么理解‘库伊’这个词呢？”

“唔，很明显这个词并不是喊出来给他儿子听的。他当时认为他的儿子在布里斯托尔。至于他儿子听到了这个词，那完全是一种巧合。死者当时这样喊，是为了让那个他约见的人注意到。而‘库伊’很明显是一种澳大利亚的叫法，而且也仅仅限于在澳大利亚人之间用。所以我们可以大胆地做出这样的假设——迈卡西要在池塘旁边会见的那个人曾经也去过澳大利亚。”

“那么‘拉特’这个词又是什么意思呢？”

歇洛克·福尔摩斯从口袋里拿出了一张被折叠过的纸，在桌子上摊开。他说：“这张地图上显示的是维多利亚时代的英国殖民地。这是我昨天晚上打电话到布里斯托尔去要来的。”他用手指着地图上的一个地点：“你怎么读这个词？”

我照念道：“巴勒特。”

他把手举起来说：“再读一次。”

“巴勒拉特。”

“是的，很对。这就是死者喊出的那个名字，而他的儿子听到的只是这个词的最后两个音节。他当时费了很大的力气要把杀人凶手的名字说出来——巴勒拉特的某个人。”

我赞叹道：“太棒了！”

“这一点很明显。好啦，你看，我现在已经缩小了调查的范围了。现在我们首先假设那个儿子所说的都是真的，那么还有第三点事实可以肯定，那就是这个男人当时穿着一件灰色大衣。概括起来，他就是一个穿一件灰色大衣的来自巴勒拉特的澳大利亚人。我们原来的想法都是很模糊的，现在渐渐清晰起来了。”

“当然。”

“那个男人对这个地区很熟，因为来到这个池塘要经过那个农场或者庄园，陌生的人要来这样一个地方并不容易。”

“的确如此。”

“所以我们今天大老远地来到这里。我检查了现场，确认了一些关于案件的细节问题，至于犯人是什么样子的我已经告诉了莱斯特雷德，可他的智商太低。”

“这些细节你是怎么推断出来的？”

“你应该知道我的办法啊。我一向很注意观察细微之处。”

“我知道从他步伐的大小可以估计出这个人大概的身高，可以通过他的鞋印来判断靴子的类型。”

“不错，那双靴子可不是普普通通的靴子。”

“那你是怎么知道他的腿是瘸的呢？”

“他右脚的脚印没有左脚的那么清晰，所以他右脚用的力气总是没有左脚大。这又是为什么呢？因为他一瘸一拐走路啊，也就是说他是个瘸子。”

“为什么他不是左脚瘸了呢？”

“在法庭的审讯中，对死者死法的记录你应该还记得吧。那致命的一击是紧紧靠着他的后背的，而且打在了左边。你想一想，如果是一个左瘸子，怎么会靠着左边打呢？在死者和儿子谈话的时候，这个人就站在树的后面。他当时还在抽烟呢，因为我发现了雪茄灰。我曾经专门研究过雪茄烟，所以可以肯定他的雪茄烟产自印度。为了这个花了我不少的精力，关于一百四十多种雪茄，烟灰，烟丝我还曾经专门写过文章呢，这个你知道吧。我发现了烟灰，然后就在四周寻找，于是在苔藓里发现了证据。那雪茄来自印度，和在鹿特丹卷制的雪茄很相似。”

“那么，雪茄烟嘴呢？”

“我看出来他并没有叼过那烟头，所以他是用烟嘴的。雪茄烟的末端并不是用嘴咬开的，而是用刀切开的，不过切口却不整齐，所以我判断他用的是一把用来切鹅毛笔的刀子，而且还很钝。”

我说：“福尔摩斯，现在这个人已在你的掌握之中了，他跑不了了，同时你还救了一个无罪的人，把套在他脖子上的绞索剪断了。现在我所看到一切发展得都很顺利。那个杀人的人很有可能就是……”

“约翰·特纳先生来访。”旅馆的服务生打开我们房间的门把客人带进来说道。

走进来的这个人很陌生，但相貌不凡。他走得很慢，好像有点瘸，肩膀下垂，似乎年纪很大，不过他的皱纹深陷，脸色坚定，四肢很发达，让人感觉他不仅有很好的体力，而且很有个性。他胡子弯曲，头发银白，眉毛下垂，这些结合在一起，让他的仪表看上去很有身份和气质，不过他的脸色可不怎么好看，呈灰白色，嘴唇和鼻子是深蓝色或者说紫色。我立刻就看出他身患不治之症。

福尔摩斯彬彬有礼地说道：“你坐沙发吧，我想我给你留下的便条你应该已经收到了吧？”

“不错，我已经收到了你的便条。你说，你在这里见我是怕别人说三道四。”

“是的，我觉得要是我住进你的庄园，别人的议论一定会很多。”

“你为什么见我？”他的眼光看上去很绝望，好像是已经知道了我的同伴将要做出的回答。

福尔摩斯说：“不错。”这句话是对他的眼神的答复，并不是回答他提出的那个问题。“是这样，关于迈卡西，我知道了所有的事情。”

这个老人低下头，用手捂住脸。他喊道：“上帝保佑！我绝对不愿意这个年轻人受到伤害。我可以保证，要是巡回法庭判他有罪的话，我会站出来说出真相的。”

福尔摩斯说话的表情很严肃：“听到你这么说我很高兴。”

“如果不是考虑我的女儿，我就已经把事情说出来了。但那会使她很伤心的……要是她知道了我被逮捕了，她一定会很伤心。”

福尔摩斯说：“还说不上要逮捕吧。”

“什么意思？”

“我不是官方派来的侦探。是你女儿要我们来的，我现在做的事情全是为了她。不管怎么样，小迈卡西没有罪，他应该被释放。”

老特纳说：“我都是快要死的人了。我的糖尿病已经好多年了。我的医生甚至不敢肯定我还能不能再活一个月。但是我想死在家里而不是监狱里。”

福尔摩斯站起来，走到桌子旁边，坐在那里，拿起一支笔，他的前面放着一叠纸。他说：“我要的只是你说出实话，我会把你说的摘录下来。之后只要你签字就行，这位华生可做见证人。你的自白书我可能请你稍后出示，但我们只会在为了拯救小迈卡西而别无选择的时候这么做。我答应你，我只会在绝对有必要的时候才这么做。”

那老人说：“好吧。等到法庭开庭我能不能活着还是个问题，所以这对我来说，也就没什么大不了，我只是不愿意艾丽斯受到惊吓。我现在保证跟你实话实说，虽然事情经历了很长时间，但要讲述出来用不了多少时间。”

“对于被谋杀的迈卡西你们知道的可能不多。他简直就是一个魔鬼，这是真的。希望上帝保佑你们，千万不要被这种人抓住你们的把柄。二十年了，他一直不肯放过我，他毁了我的一生。我还是先说说我是怎么落在他手里的吧。”

“那是十九世纪六十年代初在开矿的地方。那时我年纪还不大，很容易冲动，也不甘于平淡，什么事情都想尝试一下；我和一群品质恶劣的人混在一起，喝酒玩乐，没有开成矿，最后成了强盗。我们一共有六个人，生活很放荡，经常抢劫车站和开往煤矿的马车。当时我把名字改成了巴勒拉特的黑杰克，到了现在，在原来的那个殖民地的地方，人们还记得曾经有一个巴勒拉特黑帮。”

“有一天，一个黄金运输队从巴勒拉特开往墨尔本。我们埋伏在路边，袭击了这个运输队。有六个骑兵护送那个运输队，而我们这边也是六个人，可以说实力相当。我们用枪打翻了四个人，而我们这边也有三个人丢了命，最后那些财富落到了我们的手里。当时我的枪指向了马车夫的脑袋，那个马车夫就是迈卡西。上帝作证，要是我当时开枪打死了他该多好啊，可是我放过了他，尽管当时他眼睛眯着使劲盯着我们看，似乎是要把我们的长相都牢牢记住似的。自然我们得到了那些黄金，成了富人，还在没有引起怀疑的情况下来到了英国。来到英国后，我和以前那些同伙分开了，自己过自己的生活，决心重新做人。那个时候这份产业正在出售，我就买了下来，想用自己的钱来多做一点好事，弥补我的过去。后来我还成了家，尽管我妻子婚后不久就去世了，不过幸好我还有小艾丽斯。她还是婴儿的时候，她的那双小手好像就具有强大的力量，促使我走上正路。总之，我彻底改过自新了，竭尽全力去弥补我曾经犯下的罪过。原本一切都很顺利，可是那个人抓住了我的把柄。”

“有一次，我要到城里去处理一点投资方面的事情，在摄政街上碰到了他，他当时衣不遮体，甚至还光着脚。”

“他拉住我的胳膊：‘杰克，我又见到你了。我们将和你像一家人一样。现在跟着我的只有我儿子，求你收留我们吧。要是你不同意……英国这个国家可是很重视法律的，我叫一声就会有警察过来。’”



“就是这样他们来到了西部的农村，从那以后我就再也摆脱不了了。他们居住在我拥有的最好的土地上，根本不交租金。也就是从那时起我不得安宁，总也不能完全忘记过去，走到任何地方都可以看到他狡诈的笑脸跟随着我。艾丽斯长大以后事情就更糟了，因为他也看了出来，我的女儿要是知道了我的过去，我是受不了的，那种恐惧甚至会超过被警察知道我的所作所为。所以他就借此要挟我，而我也把所有的东西都交给了他，土地、金钱、房子，而最后他又向我要东西，可这一次要的是我不能给的，那就是我的女儿。”

“你看，他儿子已经长大了，我女儿也是一样，大家都知道我身体不大好，让他的儿子来接管我的财产，那是他计划好的。可我绝对不会答应，我绝对不会让他们家的血统跟我们家的纠缠在一起，这倒不是说我不喜欢他的那个小儿子，可是他身上流着的是他父亲的血啊，就凭这个，我就有理由拒绝，我无论如何都不会答应的。迈卡西威胁我，我告诉他即使他用最毒辣的手法也吓不倒我。所以我们约定，在我们两所房子中间的池塘旁边当面把事情说清楚。”

“我到那里时，他正在和他的儿子谈着什么，所以就在树后面抽雪茄等他，想要等到只有他一个人时再过去。可是听到他谈话的内容，我异常激动。他坚持要他的儿子和我的女儿结婚，甚至丝毫不顾我女儿的感受，简直有点像是把她当作马路上的妓女！当想到女儿所心爱的一切将会处于这种人的控制之下的时候，我愤怒得差点疯了。我能冲破这个束缚吗？我自己的生命已即将结束，也别无所求了——我的头脑清醒，四肢还健壮，可是我明白生命已经接近尽头了。我脑海中都是我的女儿和我曾经做过的事情！而只要我可以让这个邪恶的舌头不要乱说，那么我的过去和我的女儿就都安全了。福尔摩斯先生，我也正是这么做的，如果再给我一次选择的机会，我还是会这么做的。我的确是罪孽深重，要我为了赎罪而一辈子不开心我可以接受，可我绝对不能忍受把我的女儿也牵扯进来。我把他打倒在地的时候，感到自己就像一头凶猛的野兽，内心没有丝毫的不安。他的喊叫声喊回了他的儿子；这个时候我已经躲到了树林里，后来我又不得不跑回去取那件丢下的衣服。先生，这些就是事情所有的经过。”

那个老人在自白书上签下了名字。福尔摩斯立刻说：“好了，我没有权力对你进行审判。希望我们永远不会受到某种诱惑而无法控制自己。”

“先生，我也希望这样，你要怎么做？”

“考虑到你的身体状况，我不准备做什么。你自己也清楚，过不了多长时间你就要为自己的行为在比巡回审判法庭更高级的法院接受审讯。我会保存好你的自白书的。要是迈卡西被判有罪的话，我就必须要使用它了；如果迈卡西不被定罪，那么就永远都不会有人看到它，不管你还在不在人世。”

那老人庄严地说：“那好，再见吧。我相信，当你自己要离开人世的时候，回想起你曾经让我安静地死去，你会备感安宁的。”这个庞大的身躯就这样摇晃着离开了我们的房间。

福尔摩斯很长时间都没有说话，然后才说：“上帝保佑我们吗？为什么命运总是对我们这种人不公呢？可每当我听到这种案件，我都还是会想起巴克斯特的话，他说，‘歇洛克·福尔摩斯能侦破案件是得到了上帝的保佑的’。”

巡回法庭宣判詹姆斯·迈卡西无罪并释放了他，因为福尔摩斯写了很多有利于那小子的申诉意见，并交给了辩护律师。跟我们谈过话之后，老特纳又活了七个月，现在他已经不在了；而现在很可能是这样的情景：那个儿子和女儿最终幸福地在一起了，但他们可能根本不知道，在过去的岁月里，他们的上空曾经弥漫着不祥的乌云。

We were seated at breakfast one morning, my wife and I, when the maid brought in a telegram. It was from Sherlock Holmes and ran in this way:

“Have you a couple of days to spare? Have just been wired for from the west of England in connection with Boscombe Valley tragedy. Shall be glad if you will come with me. Air and scenery perfect. Leave Paddington by the 11:15.”

“What do you say, dear?”said my wife, looking across at me.“Will you go?”

“I really don't know what to say. I have a fairly long list at present.”

“Oh, Anstruther would do your work for you. You have been looking a little pale lately. I think that the change would do you good, and you are always so interested in Mr Sherlock Holmes' cases.”

“I should be ungrateful if I were not, seeing what I gained through one of them,”I answered.“But if I am to go, I must pack at once, for I have only half an hour.”

My experience of camp life in Afghanistan had at least had the effect of making me a prompt and ready traveller. My wants were few and simple, so that in less than the time stated I was in a cab with my valise, rattling away to Paddington Station. Sherlock Holmes was pacing up and down the platform, his tall, gaunt figure made even gaunter and taller by his long grey travelling-cloak and close-fitting cloth cap.

“It is really very good of you to come, Watson,”said he.“It makes a considerable difference to me, having someone with me on whom I can thoroughly rely. Local aid is always either worthless or else biased. If you will keep the two corner seats I shall get the tickets.”

We had the carriage to ourselves save for an immense litter of papers which Holmes had brought with him. Among these he rummaged and read, with intervals of note-taking and of meditation, until we were past Reading. Then he suddenly rolled them all into a gigantic ball and tossed them up onto the rack.

“Have you heard anything of the case?”he asked.

“Not a word. I have not seen a paper for some days.”

“The London press has not had very full accounts. I have just been looking through all the recent papers in order to master the particulars. It seems, from what I gather, to be one of those simple cases which are so extremely difficult.”

“That sounds a little paradoxical.”

“But it is profoundly true. Singularity is almost invariably a clue. The more featureless and commonplace a crime is, the more difficult it is to bring it home. In this case, however, they have established a very serious case against the son of the murdered man.”

“It is a murder, then?”

“Well, it is conjectured to be so. I shall take nothing for granted until I have the opportunity of looking personally into it. I will explain the state of things to you, as far as I have been able to understand it, in a very few words.”

“Boscombe Valley is a country district not very far from Ross, in Herefordshire. The largest landed proprietor in that part is a Mr John Turner, who made his money in Australia and returned some years ago to the old country. One of the farms which he held, that of Hatherley, was let to Mr Charles McCarthy, who was also an ex-Australian. The men had known each other in the colonies, so that it was not unnatural that when they came to settle down they should do so as near each other as possible. Turner was apparently the richer man, so McCarthy became his tenant but still remained, it seems, upon terms of perfect equality, as they were frequently together. McCarthy had one son, a lad of eighteen, and Turner had an only daughter of the same age, but neither of them had wives living. They appear to have avoided the society of the neighbouring English families and to have led retired lives, though both the McCarthys were fond of sport and were frequently seen at the race-meetings of the neighbourhood. McCarthy kept two servants—a man and a girl. Turner had a considerable household, some half-dozen at the least. That is as much as I have been able to gather about the families. Now for the facts.”

“On June 3rd, that is, on Monday last, McCarthy left his house at Hatherley about three in the afternoon and walked down to the Boscombe Pool, which is a small lake formed by the spreading out of the stream which runs down the Boscombe Valley. He had been out with his serving-man in the morning at Ross, and he had told the man that he must hurry, as he had an appointment of importance to keep at three. From that appointment he never came back alive.”

“From Hatherley Farm-house to the Boscombe Pool is a quarter of a mile, and two people saw him as he passed over this ground. One was an old woman, whose name is not mentioned, and the other was William Crowder, a game-keeper in the employ of Mr Turner. Both these witnesses depose that Mr McCarthy was walking alone. The game-keeper adds that within a few minutes of his seeing Mr McCarthy pass he had seen his son, Mr James McCarthy, going the same way with a gun under his arm. To the best of his belief, the father was actually in sight at the time, and the son was following him. He thought no more of the matter until he heard in the evening of the tragedy that had occurred.”

“The two McCarthys were seen after the time when William Crowder, the game-keeper, lost sight of them. The Boscombe Pool is thickly wooded round, with just a fringe of grass and of reeds round the edge. A girl of fourteen, Patience Moran, who is the daughter of the lodge-keeper of the Boscombe Valley estate, was in one of the woods picking flowers. She states that while she was there she saw, at the border of the wood and close by the lake, Mr McCarthy and his son, and that they appeared to be having a violent quarrel. She heard Mr McCarthy the elder using very strong language to his son, and she saw the latter raise up his hand as if to strike his father. She was so frightened by their violence that she ran away and told her mother when she reached home that she had left the two McCarthys quarrelling near Boscombe Pool, and that she was afraid that they were going to fight. She had hardly said the words when young Mr McCarthy came running up to the lodge to say that he had found his father dead in the wood, and to ask for the help of the lodge-keeper. He was much excited, without either his gun or his hat, and his right hand and sleeve were observed to be stained with fresh blood. On following him they found the dead body stretched out upon the grass beside the pool. The head had been beaten in by repeated blows of some heavy and blunt weapon. The injuries were such as might very well have been inflicted by the butt-end of his son's gun, which was found lying on the grass within a few paces of the body. Under these circumstances the young man was instantly arrested, and a verdict of 'wilful murder' having been returned at the inquest on Tuesday, he was on Wednesday brought before the magistrates at Ross, who have referred the case to the next Assizes. Those are the main facts of the case as they came out before the coroner and the police-court.”



“I could hardly imagine a more damning case,”I remarked.“If ever circumstantial evidence pointed to a criminal it does so here.”

“Circumstantial evidence is a very tricky thing,”answered Holmes thoughtfully.“It may seem to point very straight to one thing, but if you shift your own point of view a little, you may find it pointing in an equally uncompromising manner to something entirely different. It must be confessed, however, that the case looks exceedingly grave against the young man, and it is very possible that he is indeed the culprit. There are several people in the neighbourhood, however, and among them Miss Turner, the daughter of the neighbouring landowner, who believe in his innocence, and who have retained Lestrade, whom you may recollect in connection with the Study in Scarlet, to work out the case in his interest. Lestrade, being rather puzzled, has referred the case to me, and hence it is that two middle-aged gentlemen are flying westward at fifty miles an hour instead of quietly digesting their breakfasts at home.”

“I am afraid,”said I,“that the facts are so obvious that you will find little credit to be gained out of this case.”

“There is nothing more deceptive than an obvious fact,”he answered, laughing.“Besides, we may chance to hit upon some other obvious facts which may have been by no means obvious to Mr Lestrade. You know me too well to think that I am boasting when I say that I shall either confirm or destroy his theory by means which he is quite incapable of employing, or even of understanding. To take the first example to hand, I very clearly perceive that in your bedroom the window is upon the right-hand side, and yet I question whether Mr Lestrade would have noted even so self-evident a thing as that.”

“How on earth?”

“My dear fellow, I know you well. I know the military neatness which characterises you. You shave every morning, and in this season you shave by the sunlight; but since your shaving is less and less complete as we get farther back on the left side, until it becomes positively slovenly as we get round the angle of the jaw, it is surely very clear that that side is less illuminated than the other. I could not imagine a man of your habits looking at himself in an equal light and being satisfied with such a result. I only quote this as a trivial example of observation and inference. Therein lies my métier, and it is just possible that it may be of some service in the investigation which lies before us. There are one or two minor points which were brought out in the inquest, and which are worth considering.”

“What are they?”

“It appears that his arrest did not take place at once, but after the return to Hatherley Farm. On the inspector of constabulary informing him that he was a prisoner, he remarked that he was not surprised to hear it, and that it was no more than his deserts. This observation of his had the natural effect of removing any traces of doubt which might have remained in the minds of the coroner's jury.”

“It was a confession,”I ejaculated.

“No, for it was followed by a protestation of innocence.”

“Coming on the top of such a damning series of events, it was at least a most suspicious remark.”

“On the contrary,”said Holmes,“it is the brightest rift which I can at present see in the clouds. However innocent he might be, he could not be such an absolute imbecile as not to see that the circumstances were very black against him. Had he appeared surprised at his own arrest, or feigned indignation at it, I should have looked upon it as highly suspicious, because such surprise or anger would not be natural under the circumstances, and yet might appear to be the best policy to a scheming man. His frank acceptance of the situation marks him as either an innocent man, or else as a man of considerable self-restraint and firmness. As to his remark about his deserts, it was also not unnatural if you consider that he stood beside the dead body of his father, and that there is no doubt that he had that very day so far forgotten his filial duty as to bandy words with him, and even, according to the little girl whose evidence is so important, to raise his hand as if to strike him. The self-reproach and contrition which are displayed in his remark appear to me to be the signs of a healthy mind rather than of a guilty one.”

I shook my head.“Many men have been hanged on far slighter evidence,”I remarked.

“So they have. And many men have been wrongfully hanged.”

“What is the young man's own account of the matter?”

“It is, I am afraid, not very encouraging to his supporters, though there are one or two points in it which are suggestive. You will find it here, and may read it for yourself.”

He picked out from his bundle a copy of the local Herefordshire paper, and having turned down the sheet he pointed out the paragraph in which the unfortunate young man had given his own statement of what had occurred. I settled myself down in the corner of the carriage and read it very carefully. It ran in this way:

Mr James McCarthy, the only son of the deceased, was then called and gave evidence as follows: I had been away from home for three days at Bristol, and had only just returned upon the morning of last Monday, the 3rd. My father was absent from home at the time of my arrival, and I was informed by the maid that he had driven over to Ross with John Cobb, the groom. Shortly after my return I heard the wheels of his trap in the yard, and, looking out of my window, I saw him get out and walk rapidly out of the yard, though I was not aware in which direction he was going. I then took my gun and strolled out in the direction of the Boscombe Pool, with the intention of visiting the rabbit warren which is upon the other side. On my way I saw William Crowder, the gamekeeper, as he had stated in his evidence; but he is mistaken in thinking that I was following my father. I had no idea that he was in front of me. When about a hundred yards from the pool I heard a cry of“Cooee!”which was a usual signal between my father and myself. I then hurried forward, and found him standing by the pool. He appeared to be much surprised at seeing me and asked me rather roughly what I was doing there. A conversation ensued which led to high words and almost to blows, for my father was a man of a very violent temper. Seeing that his passion was becoming ungovernable, I left him and returned towards Hatherley Farm. I had not gone more than 150 yards, however, when I heard a hideous outcry behind me, which caused me to run back again. I found my father expiring upon the ground, with his head terribly injured. I dropped my gun and held him in my arms, but he almost instantly expired. I knelt beside him for some minutes, and then made my way to Mr Turner's lodge-keeper, his house being the nearest, to ask for assistance. I saw no one near my father when I returned, and I have no idea how he came by his injuries. He was not a popular man, being somewhat cold and forbidding in his manners, but he had, as far as I know, no active enemies. I know nothing further of the matter.

“The Coroner: Did your father make any statement to you before he died?”

“Witness: He mumbled a few words, but I could only catch some allusion to a rat.”

“The Coroner: What did you understand by that?”

“Witness: It conveyed no meaning to me. I thought that he was delirious.”

“The Coroner: What was the point upon which you and your father had this final quarrel?”

“Witness: I should prefer not to answer.”

“The Coroner: I am afraid that I must press it.”

“Witness: It is really impossible for me to tell you. I can assure you that it has nothing to do with the sad tragedy which followed.”



“The Coroner: That is for the court to decide. I need not point out to you that your refusal to answer will prejudice your case considerably in any future proceedings which may arise.”

“Witness: I must still refuse.”

“The Coroner: I understand that the cry of 'Cooee' was a common signal between you and your father?”

“Witness: It was.”

“The Coroner: How was it, then, that he uttered it before he saw you, and before he even knew that you had returned from Bristol?”

“Witness (with considerable confusion): I do not know.”

“A Juryman: Did you see nothing which aroused your suspicions when you returned on hearing the cry and found your father fatally injured?”

“Witness: Nothing definite.”

“The Coroner: What do you mean?”

“Witness: I was so disturbed and excited as I rushed out into the open, that I could think of nothing except of my father. Yet I have a vague impression that as I ran forward something lay upon the ground to the left of me. It seemed to me to be something grey in colour, a coat of some sort, or a plaid perhaps. When I rose from my father I looked round for it, but it was gone.”

“Do you mean that it disappeared before you went for help?”

“‘Yes, it was gone.’”

“‘You cannot say what it was?’”

“‘No, I had a feeling something was there.’”

“‘How far from the body?’”

“‘A dozen yards or so.’”

“‘And how far from the edge of the wood?’”

“‘About the same.’”

“‘Then if it was removed it was while you were within a dozen yards of it?’”

“‘Yes, but with my back towards it.’”

“This concluded the examination of the witness.”

“I see,”said I as I glanced down the column,“that the coroner in his concluding remarks was rather severe upon young McCarthy. He calls attention, and with reason, to the discrepancy about his father having signalled to him before seeing him, also to his refusal to give details of his conversation with his father, and his singular account of his father's dying words. They are all, as he remarks, very much against the son.”

Holmes laughed softly to himself and stretched himself out upon the cushioned seat.“Both you and the coroner have been at some pains,”said he,“to single out the very strongest points in the young man's favour. Don't you see that you alternately give him credit for having too much imagination and too little? Too little, if he could not invent a cause of quarrel which would give him the sympathy of the jury; too much, if he evolved from his own inner consciousness anything so outré as a dying reference to a rat, and the incident of the vanishing cloth. No, sir, I shall approach this case from the point of view that what this young man says is true, and we shall see whither that hypothesis will lead us. And now here is my pocket Petrarch, and not another word shall I say of this case until we are on the scene of action. We lunch at Swindon, and I see that we shall be there in twenty minutes.”

It was nearly four o'clock when we at last, after passing through the beautiful Stroud Valley, and over the broad gleaming Severn, found ourselves at the pretty little country-town of Ross. A lean, ferret-like man, furtive and sly-looking, was waiting for us upon the platform. In spite of the light brown dustcoat and leatherleggings which he wore in deference to his rustic surroundings, I had no difficulty in recognising Lestrade, of Scotland Yard. With him we drove to the Hereford Arms where a room had already been engaged for us.

“I have ordered a carriage,”said Lestrade as we sat over a cup of tea.“I knew your energetic nature, and that you would not be happy until you had been on the scene of the crime.”

“It was very nice and complimentary of you,”Holmes answered.“It is entirely a question of barometric pressure.”

Lestrade looked startled.“I do not quite follow,”he said.

“How is the glass? Twenty-nine, I see. No wind, and not a cloud in the sky. I have a caseful of cigarettes here which need smoking, and the sofa is very much superior to the usual country hotel abomination. I do not think that it is probable that I shall use the carriage tonight.”

Lestrade laughed indulgently.“You have, no doubt, already formed your conclusions from the newspapers,”he said.“The case is as plain as a pikestaff, and the more one goes into it the plainer it becomes. Still, of course, one can't refuse a lady, and such a very positive one, too. She has heard of you, and would have your opinion, though I repeatedly told her that there was nothing which you could do which I had not already done. Why, bless my soul! here is her carriage at the door.”

He had hardly spoken before there rushed into the room one of the most lovely young women that I have ever seen in my life. Her violet eyes shining, her lips parted, a pink flush upon her cheeks, all thought of her natural reserve lost in her overpowering excitement and concern.

“Oh, Mr Sherlock Holmes!”she cried, glancing from one to the other of us, and finally, with a woman's quick intuition, fastening upon my companion,“I am so glad that you have come. I have driven down to tell you so. I know that James didn't do it. I know it, and I want you to start upon your work knowing it, too. Never let yourself doubt upon that point. We have known each other since we were little children, and I know his faults as no one else does; but he is too tender-hearted to hurt a fly. Such a charge is absurd to anyone who really knows him.”

“I hope we may clear him, Miss Turner,”said Sherlock Holmes.“You may rely upon my doing all that I can.”

“But you have read the evidence. You have formed some conclusion? Do you not see some loophole, some flaw? Do you not yourself think that he is innocent?”

“I think that it is very probable.”

“There, now!”she cried, throwing back her head and looking defiantly at Lestrade.“You hear! He gives me hopes.”

Lestrade shrugged his shoulders.“I am afraid that my colleague has been a little quick in forming his conclusions,”he said.

“But he is right. Oh! I know that he is right. James never did it. And about his quarrel with his father, I am sure that the reason why he would not speak about it to the coroner was because I was concerned in it.”

“In what way?”asked Holmes.

“It is no time for me to hide anything. James and his father had many disagreements about me. Mr McCarthy was very anxious that there should be a marriage between us. James and I have always loved each other as brother and sister; but of course he is young and has seen very little of life yet, and—and—well, he naturally did not wish to do anything like that yet. So there were quarrels, and this, I am sure, was one of them.”

“And your father?”asked Holmes.“Was he in favour of such a union?”

“No, he was averse to it also. No one but Mr McCarthy was in favour of it.”A quick blush passed over her fresh young face as Holmes shot one of his keen, questioning glances at her.

“Thank you for this information,”said he.“May I see your father if I call tomorrow?”

“I am afraid the doctor won't allow it.”

“The doctor?”

“Yes, have you not heard? Poor father has never been strong for years back, but this has broken him down completely. He has taken to his bed, and Dr Willows says that he is a wreck and that his nervous system is shattered. Mr McCarthy was the only man alive who had known dad in the old days in Victoria.”

“Ha! In Victoria! That is important.”

“Yes, at the mines.”

“Quite so; at the gold-mines, where, as I understand, Mr Turner made his money.”

“Yes, certainly.”

“Thank you, Miss Turner. You have been of material assistance to me.”

“You will tell me if you have any news tomorrow. No doubt you will go to the prison to see James. Oh, if you do, Mr Holmes, do tell him that I know him to be innocent.”

“I will, Miss Turner.”

“I must go home now, for dad is very ill, and he misses me so if I leave him. Goodbye, and God help you in your undertaking.”She hurried from the room as impulsively as she had entered, and we heard the wheels of her carriage rattle off down the street.

“I am ashamed of you, Holmes,”said Lestrade with dignity after a few minutes' silence.“Why should you raise up hopes which you are bound to disappoint? I am not over-tender of heart, but I call it cruel.”

“I think that I see my way to clearing James McCarthy,”said Holmes.“Have you an order to see him in prison?”

“Yes, but only for you and me.”

“Then I shall reconsider my resolution about going out. We have still time to take a train to Hereford and see him tonight?”

“Ample.”

“Then let us do so. Watson, I fear that you will find it very slow, but I shall only be away a couple of hours.”

I walked down to the station with them, and then wandered through the streets of the little town, finally returning to the hotel, where I lay upon the sofa and tried to interest myself in a yellow- backed novel. The puny plot of the story was so thin, however, when compared to the deep mystery through which we were groping, and I found my attention wander so continually from the action to the fact, that I at last flung it across the room and gave myself up entirely to a consideration of the events of the day. Supposing that this unhappy young man's story were absolutely true, then what hellish thing, what absolutely unforeseen and extraordinary calamity could have occurred between the time when he parted from his father, and the moment when, drawn back by his screams, he rushed into the glade? It was something terrible and deadly. What could it be? Might not the nature of the injuries reveal something to my medical instincts? I rang the bell and called for the weekly county paper, which contained a verbatim account of the inquest. In the surgeon's deposition it was stated that the posterior third of the left parietal bone and the left half of the occipital bone had been shattered by a heavy blow from a blunt weapon. I marked the spot upon my own head. Clearly such a blow must have been struck from behind. That was to some extent in favour of the accused, as when seen quarrelling he was face to face with his father. Still, it did not go for very much, for the older man might have turned his back before the blow fell. Still, it might be worth while to call Holmes' attention to it. Then there was the peculiar dying reference to a rat. What could that mean? It could not be delirium. A man dying from a sudden blow does not commonly become delirious. No, it was more likely to be an attempt to explain how he met his fate. But what could it indicate? I cudgelled my brains to find some possible explanation. And then the incident of the grey cloth seen by young McCarthy. If that were true the murderer must have dropped some part of his dress, presumably his overcoat, in his flight, and must have had the hardihood to return and to carry it away at the instant when the son was kneeling with his back turned not a dozen paces off. What a tissue of mysteries and improbabilities the whole thing was! I did not wonder at Lestrade's opinion, and yet I had so much faith in Sherlock Holmes' insight that I could not lose hope as long as every fresh fact seemed to strengthen his conviction of young McCarthy's innocence.



It was late before Sherlock Holmes returned. He came back alone, for Lestrade was staying in lodgings in the town.

“The glass still keeps very high,”he remarked as he sat down.“It is of importance that it should not rain before we are able to go over the ground. On the other hand, a man should be at his very best and keenest for such nice work as that, and I did not wish to do it when fagged by a long journey. I have seen young McCarthy.”

“And what did you learn from him?”

“Nothing.”

“Could he throw no light?”

“None at all. I was inclined to think at one time that he knew who had done it and was screening him or her, but I am convinced now that he is as puzzled as everyone else. He is not a very quickwitted youth, though comely to look at and, I should think, sound at heart.”

“I cannot admire his taste,”I remarked,“if it is indeed a fact that he was averse to a marriage with so charming a young lady as this Miss Turner.”

“Ah, thereby hangs a rather painful tale. This fellow is madly, insanely, in love with her, but some two years ago, when he was only a lad, and before he really knew her, for she had been away five years at a boarding-school, what does the idiot do but get into the clutches of a barmaid in Bristol and marry her at a registry office? No one knows a word of the matter, but you can imagine how maddening it must be to him to be upbraided for not doing what he would give his very eyes to do, but what he knows to be absolutely impossible. It was sheer frenzy of this sort which made him throw his hands up into the air when his father, at their last interview, was goading him on to propose to Miss Turner. On the other hand, he had no means of supporting himself, and his father, who was by all accounts a very hard man, would have thrown him over utterly had he known the truth. It was with his barmaid wife that he had spent the last three days in Bristol, and his father did not know where he was. Mark that point. It is of importance. Good has come out of evil, however, for the barmaid, finding from the papers that he is in serious trouble and likely to be hanged, has thrown him over utterly and has written to him to say that she has a husband already in the Bermuda Dockyard, so that there is really no tie between them. I think that that bit of news has consoled young McCarthy for all that he has suffered.”

“But if he is innocent, who has done it?”

“Ah! who? I would call your attention very particularly to two points. One is that the murdered man had an appointment with someone at the pool, and that the someone could not have been his son, for his son was away, and he did not know when he would return. The second is that the murdered man was heard to cry‘Cooee!’ before he knew that his son had returned. Those are the crucial points upon which the case depends. And now let us talk about George Meredith, if you please, and we shall leave all minor matters until tomorrow.”

There was no rain, as Holmes had foretold, and the morning broke bright and cloudless. At nine o'clock Lestrade called for us with the carriage, and we set off for Hatherley Farm and the Boscombe Pool.

“There is serious news this morning,”Lestrade observed.“It is said that Mr Turner, of the Hall, is so ill that his life is despaired of.”

“An elderly man, I presume?”said Holmes.

“About sixty; but his constitution has been shattered by his life abroad, and he has been in failing health for some time. This business has had a very bad effect upon him. He was an old friend of McCarthy's, and, I may add, a great benefactor to him, for I have learned that he gave him Hatherley Farm rent free.”

“Indeed! That is interesting,”said Holmes.

“Oh, yes! In a hundred other ways he has helped him. Everybody about here speaks of his kindness to him.”

“Really! Does it not strike you as a little singular that this McCarthy, who appears to have had little of his own, and to have been under such obligations to Turner, should still talk of marrying his son to Turner's daughter, who is, presumably, heiress to the estate, and that in such a very cocksure manner, as if it were merely a case of a proposal and all else would follow? It is the more strange, since we know that Turner himself was averse to the idea. The daughter told us as much. Do you not deduce something from that?”

“We have got to the deductions and the inferences,”said Lestrade, winking at me.“I find it hard enough to tackle facts, Holmes, without flying away after theories and fancies.”

“You are right,”said Holmes demurely,“you do find it very hard to tackle the facts.”

“Anyhow, I have grasped one fact which you seem to find it difficult to get hold of,”replied Lestrade with some warmth.

“And that i……”

“That McCarthy senior met his death from McCarthy junior and that all theories to the contrary are the merest moonshine.”

“Well, moonshine is a brighter thing than fog,”said Holmes, laughing.“But I am very much mistaken if this is not Hatherley Farm upon the left.”

“Yes, that is it.”

It was a widespread, comfortable-looking building, twostoried, slate-roofed, with great yellow blotches of lichen upon the grey walls. The drawn blinds and the smokeless chimneys, however, gave it a stricken look, as though the weight of this horror still lay heavy upon it. We called at the door, when the maid, at Holmes' request, showed us the boots which her master wore at the time of his death, and also a pair of the son's, though not the pair which he had then had. Having measured these very carefully from seven or eight different points, Holmes desired to be led to the court-yard, from which we all followed the winding track which led to Boscombe Pool.

Sherlock Holmes was transformed when he was hot upon such a scent as this. Men who had only known the quiet thinker and logician of Baker Street would have failed to recognise him. His face flushed and darkened. His brows were drawn into two hard black lines, while his eyes shone out from beneath them with a steely glitter. His face was bent downward, his shoulders bowed, his lips compressed, and the veins stood out like whipcord in his long, sinewy neck. His nostrils seemed to dilate with a purely animal lust for the chase, and his mind was so absolutely concentrated upon the matter before him that a question or remark fell unheeded upon his ears, or, at the most, only provoked a quick, impatient snarl in reply. Swiftly and silently he made his way along the track which ran through the meadows, and so by way of the woods to the Boscombe Pool. It was damp, marshy ground, as is all that district, and there were marks of many feet, both upon the path and amid the short grass which bounded it on either side. Sometimes Holmes would hurry on, sometimes stop dead, and once he made quite a little detour into the meadow. Lestrade and I walked behind him, the detective indifferent and contemptuous, while I watched my friend with the interest which sprang from the conviction that every one of his actions was directed towards a definite end.

The Boscombe Pool, which is a little reed-girt sheet of water some fifty yards across, is situated at the boundary between the Hatherley Farm and the private park of the wealthy Mr Turner. Above the woods which lined it upon the farther side we could see the red, jutting pinnacles which marked the site of the rich landowner's dwelling. On the Hatherley side of the pool the woods grew very thick, and there was a narrow belt of sodden grass twenty paces across between the edge of the trees and the reeds which lined the lake. Lestrade showed us the exact spot at which the body had been found, and, indeed, so moist was the ground, that I could plainly see the traces which had been left by the fall of the stricken man. To Holmes, as I could see by his eager face and peering eyes, very many other things were to be read upon the trampled grass. He ran round, like a dog who is picking up a scent, and then turned upon my companion.

“What did you go into the pool for?”he asked.

“I fished about with a rake. I thought there might be some weapon or other trace. But how on earth……”

“Oh, tut, tut! I have no time! That left foot of yours with its inward twist is all over the place. A mole could trace it, and there it vanishes among the reeds. Oh, how simple it would all have been had I been here before they came like a herd of buffalo and wallowed all over it. Here is where the party with the lodgekeeper came, and they have covered all tracks for six or eight feet round the body. But here are three separate tracks of the same feet.”He drew out a lens and lay down upon his waterproof to have a better view, talking all the time rather to himself than to us.“These are young McCarthy's feet. Twice he was walking, and once he ran swiftly, so that the soles are deeply marked and the heels hardly visible. That bears out his story. He ran when he saw his father on the ground. Then here are the father's feet as he paced up and down. What is this, then? It is the butt-end of the gun as the son stood listening. And this? Ha, ha! What have we here? Tiptoes! tiptoes! Square, too, quite unusual boots! They come, they go, they come again……of course that was for the cloak. Now where did they come from?”





He ran up and down, sometimes losing, sometimes finding the track until we were well within the edge of the wood and under the shadow of a great beech, the largest tree in the neighbourhood. Holmes traced his way to the farther side of this and lay down once more upon his face with a little cry of satisfaction. For a long time he remained there, turning over the leaves and dried sticks, gathering up what seemed to me to be dust into an envelope and examining with his lens not only the ground but even the bark of the tree as far as he could reach. A jagged stone was lying among the moss, and this also he carefully examined and retained. Then he followed a pathway through the wood until he came to the highroad, where all traces were lost.

“It has been a case of considerable interest,”he remarked, returning to his natural manner.“I fancy that this grey house on the right must be the lodge. I think that I will go in and have a word with Moran, and perhaps write a little note. Having done that, we may drive back to our luncheon. You may walk to the cab, and I shall be with you presently.”

It was about ten minutes before we regained our cab and drove back into Ross, Holmes still carrying with him the stone which he had picked up in the wood.

“This may interest you, Lestrade,”he remarked, holding it out.“The murder was done with it.”

“I see no marks.”

“There are none.”

“How do you know, then?”

“The grass was growing under it. It had only lain there a few days. There was no sign of a place whence it had been taken. It corresponds with the injuries. There is no sign of any other weapon.”

“And the murderer?”

“Is a tall man, left-handed, limps with the right leg, wears thick-soled shooting-boots and a grey cloak, smokes Indian cigars, uses a cigar-holder, and carries a blunt pen-knife in his pocket. There are several other indications, but these may be enough to aid us in our search.”

Lestrade laughed.“I am afraid that I am still a sceptic,”he said.“Theories are all very well, but we have to deal with a hardheaded British jury.”

“Nous verrons,”answered Holmes calmly.“You work your own method, and I shall work mine. I shall be busy this afternoon, and shall probably return to London by the evening train.”

“And leave your case unfinished?”

“No, finished.”

“But the mystery?”

“It is solved.”

“Who was the criminal, then?”

“The gentleman I describe.”

“But who is he?”

“Surely it would not be difficult to find out. This is not such a populous neighbourhood.”

Lestrade shrugged his shoulders.“I am a practical man,”he said,“and I really cannot undertake to go about the country looking for a left-handed gentleman with a game leg. I should become the laughing-stock of Scotland Yard.”

“All right,”said Holmes quietly.“I have given you the chance. Here are your lodgings. Good-bye. I shall drop you a line before I leave.”

Having left Lestrade at his rooms, we drove to our hotel, where we found lunch upon the table. Holmes was silent and buried in thought with a pained expression upon his face, as one who finds himself in a perplexing position.

“Look here, Watson,”he said when the cloth was cleared,“just sit down in this chair and let me preach to you for a little. I don't know quite what to do, and I should value your advice. Light a cigar and let me expound.”

“Pray do so.”

“Well, now, in considering this case there are two points about young McCarthy's narrative which struck us both instantly, although they impressed me in his favour and you against him. One was the fact that his father should, according to his account, cry 'Cooee' before seeing him. The other was his singular dying reference to a rat. He mumbled several words, you understand, but that was all that caught the son's ear. Now from this double point our research must commence, and we will begin it by presuming that what the lad says is absolutely true.”

“What of this 'Cooee' then?”

“Well, obviously it could not have been meant for the son. The son, as far as he knew, was in Bristol. It was mere chance that he was within earshot. The 'Cooee' was meant to attract the attention of whoever it was that he had the appointment with. But ‘Cooee' is a distinctly Australian cry, and one which is used between Australians. There is a strong presumption that the person whom McCarthy expected to meet him at Boscombe Pool was someone who had been in Australia.”

“What of the rat, then?”

Sherlock Holmes took a folded paper from his pocket and flattened it out on the table.“This is a map of the Colony of Victoria,”he said.“I wired to Bristol for it last night.”He put his hand over part of the map.“What do you read?”

“ARAT,”I read.

“And now?”He raised his hand.

“BALLARAT.”

“Quite so. That was the word the man uttered, and of which his son only caught the last two syllables. He was trying to utter the name of his murderer. So and so, of Ballarat.”

“It is wonderful!”I exclaimed.

“It is obvious. And now, you see, I had narrowed the field down considerably. The possession of a grey garment was a third point which, granting the son's statement to be correct, was a certainty. We have come now out of mere vagueness to the definite conception of an Australian from Ballarat with a grey cloak.”

“Certainly.”

“And one who was at home in the district, for the pool can only be approached by the farm or by the estate, where strangers could hardly wander.”

“Quite so.”

“Then comes our expedition of today. By an examination of the ground I gained the trifling details which I gave to that imbecile Lestrade, as to the personality of the criminal.”

“But how did you gain them?”

“You know my method. It is founded upon the observation of trifles.”

“His height I know that you might roughly judge from the length of his stride. His boots, too, might be told from their traces.”

“Yes, they were peculiar boots.”

“But his lameness?”

“The impression of his right foot was always less distinct than his left. He put less weight upon it. Why? Because he limped—he was lame.”

“But his left-handedness.”

“You were yourself struck by the nature of the injury as recorded by the surgeon at the inquest. The blow was struck from immediately behind, and yet was upon the left side. Now, how can that be unless it were by a left-handed man? He had stood behind that tree during the interview between the father and son. He had even smoked there. I found the ash of a cigar, which my special knowledge of tobacco ashes enables me to pronounce as an Indian cigar. I have, as you know, devoted some attention to this, and written a little monograph on the ashes of 140 different varieties of pipe, cigar, and cigarette tobacco. Having found the ash, I then looked round and discovered the stump among the moss where he had tossed it. It was an Indian cigar, of the variety which are rolled in Rotterdam.”

“And the cigar-holder?”

“I could see that the end had not been in his mouth. Therefore he used a holder. The tip had been cut off, not bitten off, but the cut was not a clean one, so I deduced a blunt penknife.”

“Holmes,”I said,“you have drawn a net round this man from which he cannot escape, and you have saved an innocent human life as truly as if you had cut the cord which was hanging him. I see the direction in which all this points. The culprit is……”

“Mr John Turner,”cried the hotel waiter, opening the door of our sitting-room, and ushering in a visitor.

The man who entered was a strange and impressive figure. His slow, limping step and bowed shoulders gave the appearance of decrepitude, and yet his hard, deep-lined, craggy features, and his enormous limbs showed that he was possessed of unusual strength of body and of character. His tangled beard, grizzled hair, and outstanding, drooping eyebrows combined to give an air of dignity and power to his appearance, but his face was of an ashen white, while his lips and the corners of his nostrils were tinged with a shade of blue. It was clear to me at a glance that he was in the grip of some deadly and chronic disease.

“Pray sit down on the sofa,”said Holmes gently.“You had my note?”

“Yes, the lodge-keeper brought it up. You said that you wished to see me here to avoid scandal.”

“I thought people would talk if I went to the Hall.”

“And why did you wish to see me?”He looked across at my companion with despair in his weary eyes, as though his question was already answered.

“Yes,”said Holmes, answering the look rather than the words.“It is so. I know all about McCarthy.”

The old man sank his face in his hands.“God help me!”he cried.“But I would not have let the young man come to harm. I give you my word that I would have spoken out if it went against him at the Assizes.”

“I am glad to hear you say so,”said Holmes gravely.

“I would have spoken now had it not been for my dear girl. It would break her heart……it will break her heart when she hears that I am arrested.”

“It may not come to that,”said Holmes.

“What?”

“I am no official agent. I understand that it was your daughter who required my presence here, and I am acting in her interests. Young McCarthy must be got off, however.”

“I am a dying man,”said old Turner.“I have had diabetes for years. My doctor says it is a question whether I shall live a month. Yet I would rather die under my own roof than in a gaol.”

Holmes rose and sat down at the table with his pen in his hand and a bundle of paper before him.“Just tell us the truth,”he said.“I shall jot down the facts. You will sign it, and Watson here can witness it. Then I could produce your confession at the last extremity to save young McCarthy. I promise you that I shall not use it unless it is absolutely needed.”

“It's as well,”said the old man,“it's a question whether I shall live to the Assizes, so it matters little to me, but I should wish to spare Alice the shock. And now I will make the thing clear to you; it has been a long time in the acting, but will not take me long to tell.”

“You didn't know this dead man, McCarthy. He was a devil incarnate. I tell you that. God keep you out of the clutches of such a man as he. His grip has been upon me these twenty years, and he has blasted my life. I'll tell you first how I came to be in his power.”

“It was in the early 60’s at the diggings. I was a young chap then, hot-blooded and reckless, ready to turn my hand at anything; I got among bad companions, took to drink, had no luck with my claim, took to the bush, and in a word became what you would call over here a highway robber. There were six of us, and we had a wild, free life of it, sticking up a station from time to time, or stopping the wagons on the road to the diggings. Black Jack of Ballarat was the name I went under, and our party is still remembered in the colony as the Ballarat Gang.”





“One day a gold convoy came down from Ballarat to Melbourne, and we lay in wait for it and attacked it. There were six troopers and six of us, so it was a close thing, but we emptied four of their saddles at the first volley. Three of our boys were killed, however, before we got the swag. I put my pistol to the head of the wagon-driver, who was this very man McCarthy. I wish to the Lord that I had shot him then, but I spared him, though I saw his wicked little eyes fixed on my face, as though to remember every feature. We got away with the gold, became wealthy men, and made our way over to England without being suspected. There I parted from my old pals and determined to settle down to a quiet and respectable life. I bought this estate, which chanced to be in the market, and I set myself to do a little good with my money, to make up for the way in which I had earned it. I married, too, and though my wife died young she left me my dear little Alice. Even when she was just a baby her wee hand seemed to lead me down the right path as nothing else had ever done. In a word, I turned over a new leaf and did my best to make up for the past. All was going well when McCarthy laid his grip upon me.”

“I had gone up to town about an investment, and I met him in Regent Street with hardly a coat to his back or a boot to his foot.”

“‘Here we are, Jack,’ says he, touching me on the arm;‘we'll be as good as a family to you. There's two of us, me and my son, and you can have the keeping of us. If you don't…… it's a fine, law-abiding country is England, and there's always a policeman within hail.’”

“Well, down they came to the west country, there was no shaking them off, and there they have lived rent free on my best land ever since. There was no rest for me, no peace, no forgetfulness; turn where I would, there was his cunning, grinning face at my elbow. It grew worse as Alice grew up, for he soon saw I was more afraid of her knowing my past than of the police. Whatever he wanted he must have, and whatever it was I gave him without question, land, money, houses, until at last he asked a thing which I could not give. He asked for Alice.”

“His son, you see, had grown up, and so had my girl, and as I was known to be in weak health, it seemed a fine stroke to him that his lad should step into the whole property. But there I was firm. I would not have his cursed stock mixed with mine; not that I had any dislike to the lad, but his blood was in him, and that was enough. I stood firm. McCarthy threatened. I braved him to do his worst. We were to meet at the pool midway between our houses to talk it over.”

“When I went down there I found him talking with his son, so I smoked a cigar and waited behind a tree until he should be alone. But as I listened to his talk all that was black and bitter in me seemed to come uppermost. He was urging his son to marry my daughter with as little regard for what she might think as if she were a slut from off the streets. It drove me mad to think that I and all that I held most dear should be in the power of such a man as this. Could I not snap the bond? I was already a dying and a desperate man. Though clear of mind and fairly strong of limb, I knew that my own fate was sealed. But my memory and my girl! Both could be saved if I could but silence that foul tongue. I did it, Mr Holmes. I would do it again. Deeply as I have sinned, I have led a life of martyrdom to atone for it. But that my girl should be entangled in the same meshes which held me was more than I could suffer. I struck him down with no more compunction than if he had been some foul and venomous beast. His cry brought back his son; but I had gained the cover of the wood, though I was forced to go back to fetch the cloak which I had dropped in my flight. That is the true story, gentlemen, of all that occurred.”

“Well, it is not for me to judge you,”said Holmes as the old man signed the statement which had been drawn out.“I pray that we may never be exposed to such a temptation.”

“I pray not, sir. And what do you intend to do?”

“In view of your health, nothing. You are yourself aware that you will soon have to answer for your deed at a higher court than the Assizes. I will keep your confession, and if McCarthy is condemned I shall be forced to use it. If not, it shall never be seen by mortal eye; and your secret, whether you be alive or dead, shall be safe with us.”

“Farewell, then,”said the old man solemnly.“Your own deathbeds, when they come, will be the easier for the thought of the peace which you have given to mine.”Tottering and shaking in all his giant frame, he stumbled slowly from the room.

“God help us!”said Holmes after a long silence.“Why does fate play such tricks with poor, helpless worms? I never hear of such a case as this that I do not think of Baxter's words, and say,‘There, but for the grace of God, goes Sherlock Holmes.’”

James McCarthy was acquitted at the Assizes on the strength of a number of objections which had been drawn out by Holmes and submitted to the defending counsel. Old Turner lived for seven months after our interview, but he is now dead; and there is every prospect that the son and daughter may come to live happily together in ignorance of the black cloud which rests upon their past.
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天空已露出晨曦的银色光芒，与海水的绿色粼波交相辉映。这时，船上岸了，泊靠在埃塞克斯海岸的哈维奇港，人们从船中很快走出来，乱糟糟地，像苍蝇一样四散乱飞。在这熙熙攘攘的人群中，有我们必须要追随的一个人，这个人，无论如何也说不上引人注目。当然，他也不希望自己多么引人注目。在他的身上，几乎找不出有什么值得注意的地方，但是除了一点，那就是，他身上散发着假日愉快气息的华丽服装和那张满脸的严肃神色有点不太相称。他身穿一件瘦小的浅灰色夹克，里面是一件白色背心，头上戴着一顶系有灰蓝色丝带的银白色草帽，在衣服与草帽的映衬之下，他瘦削的脸庞显得黑黝黝的。这个人长着一撮西班牙式的黑色短须，使人联想起伊丽莎白时代的皱须。他的嘴里叼着一根点燃的香烟，脸上表现出一副游手好闲人士的认真。他浑身上下没有一个地方能够暗示一个事实：在他的灰色夹克里面，藏着一把装满子弹的左轮手枪，此外，在他的白色背心里面，还藏着一个警察证。还有一个我们必须知道的事实：他头上的那顶草帽掩盖的是欧洲最有能力、最有才智的非凡人物之一。他就是瓦伦丁，巴黎警察局局长，世界上最有名的侦探。他这次从布鲁塞尔来到伦敦，是为了执行本世纪最伟大的一次逮捕行动。

大盗弗兰博已经逃窜到了英国。三个国家的警察费尽周折追捕这个犯罪老手，从比利时的根特追到了布鲁塞尔，又从布鲁塞尔追到了荷兰的胡克港。根据警方推测，他可能会利用当时正在伦敦召开的“圣体会议”，在与会人彼此不熟悉的混乱情况下，乔装打扮成与会议相关的低级神职人员，或者秘书人员，从而蜗居伦敦。不过，瓦伦丁对这种推测并不是十分有把握。可以说，对于弗兰博的行动，没有人会有绝对的定论。

这个犯罪头目从当初突然停止犯罪活动至今，已经有许多年了。当初他停止犯罪活动之后，正如有些人打的形象比喻一样：罗兰好像死了，地球上异常平静。但是，弗兰博在他的鼎盛时期（当然，我的意思是说在他的猖狂时期），他的形体像雕像一样人尽皆知，他的国际影响甚至可以和恺撒大帝媲美，是一个全球皆知的人物。几乎每天早上，日报上都会刊登关于他的新闻，说他已经逃脱上一次罪行的应有惩罚，并且又开始了另一个罪大恶行。弗兰博是个身材高大的加斯科涅（在法国西南部）人，他的胆量和他的躯体一样大。一些最激动人心的故事讲到了他在行动中所引发的幽默：他如何在兴致上来之际，把一名教育官员倒提起来，让他头顶着地倒立着，用弗兰博的话就是“清醒他的头脑”；他又是怎样每只胳膊各挟着一名警察，在利沃里的路上大步飞跑。

这些都归功于他那令人难以置信的体力，不过，他的这些体力一般都用在一些尽管有失公家体面但没有酿成流血惨案的情况下。他在现实中的犯罪行为主要是一些富有创造性的大规模抢劫案。他的每一次盗窃都堪称一次新奇的冒险，每一次作案都足以构成一个奇妙的故事。他曾经在伦敦经营过一家赫赫有名的泰洛林牛奶公司，而这家公司没有奶牛场，也没有送奶车，更没有牛奶，却有将近一千个订户。他只是靠把别人门前的小奶罐，放在自己的主顾门前，以这种简单操作来为他的订户送奶。

也正是弗兰博，在截取偷看了一位年轻女士的全部信贷函件后，把他自己写的信用照相机拍成胶片，印在显微镜的载物片上，印得非常小，以和她保持通信关系，使她既莫名其妙又甩不掉。这样对她搞了一个非同寻常的恶作剧。

不过，弗兰博的很多行窃行为的普遍特点是简单明了的。据说，有一次他在深夜把一条街的门牌号码全部重新漆过，仅仅是为了把一个旅客引入他设置的圈套。一个十分肯定的事实是，他发明了一种轻便邮筒，他把这个轻便邮筒放在那些僻静郊区的各个角落里，等待着有人往里边投入汇款单。

最后需要提醒的一点是，据人们所知，他还是一个令人称奇的杂技演员。他尽管是个大块头，却能像蚱蜢那样轻便自如地跳跃，也能像猴子一样隐匿在树顶。因此，当大侦探瓦伦丁出发来找弗兰博的时候，他的心里非常清楚，即使找到了他，自己的冒险行动也远远没有结束。

但是，现在关键的一步是怎样才能找到他，对此，大侦探瓦伦丁仍然在苦思冥想，心中依然没底。

现在只有一点是可以肯定的，那就是，不管弗兰博伪装得多么巧妙，也无法掩盖他那独特的身高。假如瓦伦丁凭借他敏锐的眼光看到一个高个子的卖苹果的女摊贩，或者一个高个子近卫兵，甚或一位雍容富贵的高个子公爵夫人，他都可以当场逮捕他（她）。可不幸的是，在他的一路旅途中，还真就没有看到一个可能是弗兰博伪装的人，一只长颈鹿是伪装不成一只猫的。对于船上的人，他已经弄得很清楚了，这一点还算令他满意。在哈维奇及中途上车的人当中，身高肯定都不到六英尺。有一个身材矮小的铁道部官员旅行到终点，三个矮小的蔬菜农场主在车开动后两站路上车，一个十分矮小的寡妇从埃塞克斯的一个小城上车，还有一个矮个的罗马天主教神父从埃塞克斯的一个小村子上车……最后的这个人，瓦伦丁放弃了观察，几乎要喷笑出来：这个矮小神父具有那么多东方平原人的特征，他的脸又圆又呆板，像诺福克汤圆，眼神像北海一样深邃。他带着几个棕色纸包，却没有办法把它们收拢在一起。毫无疑问，“圣体会议”从经济萧条地区吸引了不少这类人物，他们缺乏判断力，无依无靠，仿佛是从地里挖出来的鼹鼠。瓦伦丁是法国的极端怀疑主义者，他虽然不喜欢神父，但是会同情他们。而眼前的这位神父可能会引起任何人的同情。他带着一把破旧的大伞，时不时地掉在地上。他似乎都不知道自己的往返车票上标注的正确终点站究竟在什么地方。他向车厢里的每一个人解释说他必须非常小心，因为其中一只棕色纸包里有一些用带有蓝石头的纯银做的东西。那种埃塞克斯人的坦率和圣人般的单纯，不断地把瓦伦丁这个法国人逗乐，直到神父要在斯特拉福德下车（不知怎么的）。带着所有的纸包下车后，他又回来取伞。在他取伞的时候，瓦伦丁怀着那颗善良的心警告他，别因为谨慎而说一些此地无银三百两的话，把自己身上的银器告诉大家。但是他一边和神父讲话，一边睁大眼睛望着其他的人。瓦伦丁沉着地注视着每一个人，不管是穷人还是富人，是男人还是女人，只要这个人足有六英尺。至于弗兰博，他还要高出四英寸。

瓦伦丁在利物浦大街站下了车，非常谨慎地又回忆了一下，确认迄今为止没有把罪犯漏掉。于是，他去了苏格兰警局办理了身份合法手续，并安排必要时请求帮助的事宜。然后，他又点燃一根香烟，在伦敦街上信步漫游。在维多利亚车站背后的街道和广场散步时，他突然停住了脚步，一动不动地站在那里。面前是一个古老、别致、宁静的广场，非常典型的伦敦模式，然而整个广场异常寂静。广场周围那些高大单调的房屋，看起来很豪华，却无人居住，广场中央是长满灌木的场地，看起来很荒凉，仿佛太平洋上的绿色荒岛。周围建筑中有一边比其余三边高出许多，像是一座高台。这一边的线条被伦敦人人都羡慕的意外因素破坏无遗——这是一座饭店，这座饭店看起来仿佛是从索霍区（伦敦名声较差的街区）走错了方向而来到此处的。它不合理地吸引着人们的眼光——这里有栽在钵里的矮小植物，有长长条纹的、柠檬黄和白色的百叶窗。饭店独特地矗立在大街上，在伦敦通常的七拼八凑的布局中，显得分外高大。大街上的一段阶梯直通饭店的前门，仿佛是一个逃生出口直通到了二楼窗前。瓦伦丁在黄白色百叶窗前站住，一边抽烟，一边琢磨这些东西，持续了很长时间。

奇迹之所以令人难以置信，是因为它会真的发生。天上的几片云聚拢在了一起，看上去像是星星的形状。在远处充满着疑惑的旅途方向的旷野中，陡然耸立起一棵大树，其形状十分像一个巨大的问号。我在最近几天也亲眼目睹过这两样事物。纳尔逊海军元帅死在胜利的那一瞬间。一个叫威廉斯的人十分偶然地谋杀了一个叫威廉森的人，这听起来好像是谋杀了自己的孩子。简而言之，生活中总会有一些巧合的成分，人们如果认为它平淡无奇，就会永远失去它的价值。正如美国侦探小说家兼诗人爱伦·坡那看似矛盾实则正确的说法，“智慧应该会在意外的事情上体现出来”。

阿里斯蒂德·瓦伦丁是个高深莫测的法国人，而法国人的聪明智慧是很特别的。他不是一个“思想机器”，因为在现代宿命论和唯物论里，“思想机器”是没脑筋的代名词。机器之所以称为机器，是因为它不能思考，没有思维。但瓦伦丁不同，他是一个有思维的人，同时又是一个普普通通的人。他所有的那些令人惊叹的成功，那些看起来就像是有魔法的成功，实际上都是来自他坚持不懈的推理以及清晰而寻常的法国人的思维。法国人不是靠提出那些似是而非的理论来震惊世界的，而是靠不言而喻的真理。他们至今都在实践那些被人们公认的真理——就像他们在法国大革命时实践的那样。但是，确切地来说，正是因为瓦伦丁了解理性这个东西，他也了解理性的有限性。只有对汽车一无所知的人，才会谈论开汽车不用汽油的神话；只有对理性一无所知的人，才会在没有坚实基础的情况下，讨论无可争辩的第一原则的推理。而瓦伦丁现在就没有坚实的基础，只能死死地抱住第一原则不放。弗兰博在哈维奇不见了，如果他确实身在伦敦的话，就可能会伪装成任何角色的人，可能是温布尔登公共网球场上一个高个子流浪汉，也可能是大都会饭店里一个高个子的宴会主持人，等等。在这样明显而又一无所知的情况下，相信瓦伦丁会有他自己的看法和办法。



在这样的境况下，他期待着意外事情的发生。在同样的境况下，当他不能凭借理性思维来解决问题时，他就会冷静而谨慎地开拓非理性思路。他不用去那些理性上认为应该去的地方——银行、派出所、可能约会之地，而是有条理地去那些理性上认为不应该的地点，然后敲响每所空房子的门，转进每一条死胡同，走进被垃圾封死的每一条小巷，绕着每条弯路走，虽然这些弯路很可能会使他徒劳地迷失方向。他凭借逻辑思维为他的这种几近疯狂的做法辩护。他说，如果有线索可寻，那是最糟糕的路子，相反，如果什么线索也没有，那便是最好的路子。因为一些引起追捕者注意的稀奇古怪的地方，也许正是引起被追捕者注意的地方。一个人开始的某个地方，可能刚好是另一个人停下来的地方。关于通向店铺的那段阶梯，关于那个寂静、古老、别致的饭店，这中间总有一些东西在引发这个侦探罕有的浪漫幻想，使他决定怀着随意的心情去试一试。于是，他走上阶梯，在靠窗户边的一张桌子前坐下来，要了一杯不加奶的咖啡。

整个上午的时间已经过去一半了，而他还没有吃早饭。桌上是少许别人吃剩下的早餐，这才使他想到自己还饿着肚子。于是，他又要了一只水煮荷包蛋。他若有所思地往咖啡里加了些白糖，脑子里一直想着那个弗兰博。他回想了弗兰博每次是如何逃脱的，一次是用指甲刀，一次是趁一所房子失火，一次是必须为一封欠邮资的信付费，一次是让人们通过望远镜看一颗要毁灭地球的彗星。瓦伦丁想，自己的侦查脑筋一点也不比罪犯的差，这倒是一个不容置疑的事实，但他也清醒地认识到了自己的不足之处。他苦笑了一下，“罪犯是富有创造性的艺术家，侦探只是评论家”，他对自己说，然后，慢慢地把咖啡杯举到唇边，不过很快又把杯子放了下来，原来他加的“白糖”是盐。

他看了一下眼前的这个容器，刚才的白色盐末就是从这里倒出去的。但是这个容器的确是糖罐，正如香槟酒瓶子装的是香槟酒一样不会弄错的，这个罐子里应该装的就是白糖。他感到奇怪，为什么他们会在里面放盐。他环顾了一下四周，看是否还有正规的家什。看到了，这里的确有两个盐瓶，并且装得满满的。他想，也许盐瓶里装的那些调味品里有什么特殊的东西。他试着尝了尝，是白糖。这时候，他的好奇心和兴趣立刻被调动了起来，他向饭店里四周张望了一下，想弄明白把糖放进盐瓶和把盐放进糖罐的这种独特的艺术风格是否还在其他地方有所体现。可是，他看到的除了白纸裱糊的墙上有黑色液体污点之外，整个房子显得很整洁、令人愉快，并且没有什么异常。于是，他按铃叫服务员。

服务员匆匆忙忙地赶了过来，也许在早晨的这个时间还是有点早，服务员的头发还是乱蓬蓬的，睡眼惺忪的样子。瓦伦丁侦探并非是一个没有幽默感的人，他让服务员亲自尝了尝白糖，看看是否和这家饭店的鼎鼎大名相匹配。结果，服务员突然打了个呵欠，完全清醒了过来。

“你们每天早上都和顾客开这么微妙的玩笑吗？”瓦伦丁质问着，“把盐和糖互换，从而引出笑料，我想你们从来都没有感到过乏味吧？”

服务员渐渐听出了瓦伦丁话中的讥讽，结结巴巴地向他保证说饭店绝对没有这种意图，这肯定是一个也令他们感到奇怪的错误。于是，他拿起糖罐来看了看，又拿起盐瓶，他的神情告诉我们，他也越来越感到疑惑不解。最后，他突然说了声“请原谅”，然后就匆匆地走开了。很快，服务员把饭店老板领了过来。老板也检查了一下糖罐，然后检查了一下盐瓶，同样，他的脸上也出现了疑惑不解的神色。

突然，服务员似乎想起了什么，发音变得清晰起来，几句话冲口而出：

“我想……”他由于急切而结结巴巴地说，“……我想，就是那两个教士。”

“什么两个教士？”

“那两个把汤泼在墙上的教士。”

“把汤泼在墙上？”瓦伦丁重复道，他确信这一定是某种奇特的意大利式隐喻。

“是的，是的，”服务员有点激动，一边说一边指着白色壁纸上那块黑色污点，“就泼在墙上的那个地方”。

瓦伦丁疑惑地望着饭店老板，本来老板是带着比较详尽的报告来解围的。

“是的，先生，”老板说，“这是真的，不过，我认为这跟糖和盐的问题没有关系。今天一大早，店里的门板刚取下，两位教士就进来喝汤了。他们都很安静，并且受人尊重。其中一位付了账后就出去了，另一位完全称得上是慢动作教练，过了好一阵才把东西收拾完。最后他也出去了。只不过在走开的那一瞬间，他很巧妙地拿起剩下的半杯汤，然后把汤泼在了墙上。当时，我正在后面的房间里，员工也是。当我出去时，才看到墙上泼有汤迹，而店里已经空无一人。这虽然没有给店里造成什么特殊的损害，但的确是令人讨厌的不文明行为。于是，我试图在街上抓到那两个人，不过他们已经走远了，我只注意到他们转过下一个街角走进卡斯泰尔斯大街。”

瓦伦丁站了起来，把帽子带上，拿起了手杖。他已经决定了，在脑海里还是茫茫一片漆黑之际，他只有顺着第一个奇怪的手指所指的方向走下去，尽管那个手指这样隐藏。他付了账，冲出玻璃门，迅速转到另一条街上去了。

幸运的是，尽管是在这么高度兴奋的时刻，瓦伦丁的眼睛里仍然那么冷静和敏捷。当他走过一家店面时，有一道闪光从他的身旁掠过。于是他走回去看了看，那是一家受欢迎的蔬菜水果店，在露天底下，一大堆鲜货整整齐齐地摆放在那里，标明了品名和价格。其中有两部分货物最显眼，一堆橘子，一堆坚果。在那堆干干的坚果上，放有一块纸板，纸板上面用蓝粉笔非常醒目地写着：“上等柑橘，一便士两个。”同样地，在那堆橘子上面也清楚而准确地写着：“最好的巴西坚果，每磅四便士。”瓦伦丁望着这两块标价牌，想到他之前遇到过的类似的事情，而且就是刚刚，这简直是一种令人难以捉摸的、微妙的笑料。他把注意力转向那位水果商贩，只见水果商贩的脸已经涨得通红，正为这颠三倒四的商品标志牌而生气，他气哼哼地往大街的两头张望着。不过，水果商贩什么也没说，而是迅速地把每块标志牌放回各自的位置。这时，侦探瓦伦丁正悠闲地倚着手杖，继续仔细观察这家店铺。终于，他对店铺老板发话了：“先生，请原谅，我问您一个不相关的事情，一个关于实验心理学和思想结合的问题。”

那位红脸店主用很不友好的眼光望着瓦伦丁，但瓦伦丁并不介意，依然表现出一副很高兴的样子，并轻摇着自己的手杖，说道：“为什么在一家蔬菜水果店里，会有两块标价牌放错了地方，就像是铲形宽边帽刚来伦敦度假一样？或者，如果您没有听明白我在说什么，那么我也可以这样问：把坚果标成橘子是一件事，一高一矮两个传教士的出现是另一件事，那么这两件事有什么神秘的关联吗？”

听了瓦伦丁的问话，店主的眼睛瞪得滚圆，好像学蜗牛要把眼睛突出来一样，有那么一刻似乎就要扑到这个陌生人的身上去。最后，他还是掩压心中的怒火，结结巴巴地对瓦伦丁说：“我不知道这件事跟你到底有什么关系。不过，如果你是他们的朋友的话，麻烦你告诉他们，就说我说的，如果他们再来和我的苹果捣蛋，那么我不管他们是不是神父，我都要敲掉他们的脑袋。”

“真的是他们？”瓦伦丁非常同情地问着店主，“是他们弄乱了你的苹果吗？”

“反正是他们当中的一个人干的，”愤怒的店主说着，“把苹果滚得满街都是。要不是我忙着捡苹果的话，本来是可以抓住那个混蛋的。”

“这两个神父朝哪个方向走的？”瓦伦丁问。

“左手边第二条马路往北，然后就穿过了广场。”那位店主立刻说道。

“谢谢。”瓦伦丁说完就像变魔法一样立刻不见了。在第二个广场的对面，他看见了一个警察，赶上去就问：“有个急事，警官，刚才你看见两个戴铲形宽边帽的教士经过吗？”

警察听完，哈哈大笑起来：“看见了，先生。我看到的情景是，他们其中一个喝醉了，还站在马路当中，昏头昏脑……”

“他们走的是哪条路？”瓦伦丁急忙打断他的话。

“他们在那里上了一辆黄色公共汽车，”警察回答说，“车是开往汉普斯泰德。”

瓦伦丁向那个警察出示了自己的公务证，匆匆地说：“叫上两个你们的人跟我去追。”说完就迅速地穿过马路，他那股紧张亢奋的精神感染了那个笨拙的警察，于是他也迅速地行动起来。大约一分半钟之后，这位法国侦探就与一位警察和一名便衣在对面的人行道上会合了。

“嗯，先生，”先来的那位警察笑容满面但傲气十足地问，“什么事？”

瓦伦丁突然用手杖指着前面的那辆公交车说，“上了这辆公共汽车后我会告诉你们的。”他边说边在车流中东闪西躲地飞奔向前。最后，三个人终于挤上了那辆黄色公共汽车的上层座位，那位警察气喘吁吁地说：“坐出租车要比坐这个快十倍。”

“你说得太对了，”他们的领队瓦伦丁平静地说，“但前提是我们得知道我们要到哪里去。”

“那么你到底要到哪里去？”另一个人瞪着眼问。

瓦伦丁皱起了眉头，抽了几口烟，然后拿开香烟说：“假如你确定某个人正在干什么，那么就要尽量赶在他的前面。但是，如果你只是猜想他在干什么，那么就得跟在他的后面，以便确定他的真正行为。当他闲逛的时候，你也得保持闲逛的姿态。当他停下来，你也得停下。走路的速度要和他保持一致。这样，你就可以对他的所作所为了如指掌。所以，我们现在所能做的就是要密切观察那些异常的事情。”

“按照你的意思，我们要观察的是哪种异常的事情？”那个警察问。

“任何异常的事情。”瓦伦丁回答说，然后又重新陷入彻底的沉默中。

那辆黄色公共汽车好像已经在北边的马路上爬行了几小时。对此，这位大侦探也没有再解释什么，也许他的助手们对这个差事有些疑惑，但又不好开口问。也许，时间慢慢地消逝，早已过了午饭时间，他们越来越想吃午饭，同样也不好开口要求。伦敦北部郊区的马路像该死的望远镜一般越抽越长。这种情况像极了某种旅行，让人总觉得终于快到地球的尽头了，然后却发现自己只不过才到了伦敦北部的别墅区——塔夫特奈尔公园。伦敦在一长串小酒店和沉寂的灌木林中隐没，接着又出现在灯火辉煌的繁华街道和炫目的旅馆中。这种感觉就像是连续穿过紧挨着的十三座各不相同的独立城市一样。但是，尽管冬季的暮色即将来临，并使他们前面的路充满危险，但是，巴黎来的这位大侦探仍然保持沉默，警惕地坐在那里，一动不动，注视着车窗外面，看着街道两边的建筑逐渐消失在车后。他们从摄政王公园东南的卡姆丹城后边离开的时候，那两个警察差不多已经睡着了。尽管他们睡得不香，至少，在瓦伦丁起身来拍两人的肩膀，并喊驾驶员停车的时候，他们会猛然一惊，几乎要跳起来。

两个警察摇摇晃晃地跟着瓦伦丁下了车，走上马路。说实在的，他们还没有弄明白为什么要下车。当他们朝四周张望，想弄明白是怎么回事的时候，却发现瓦伦丁正兴奋地指着马路左边的一扇窗户。那是一扇特别大的窗户，是一家金碧辉煌的酒店的当街门面。这扇窗口属于订座盛宴的地方，上面标明“饭店”二字。和旅馆前面的一排窗户一样，这扇窗户也装有磨砂刻花玻璃，唯独不同的是，玻璃中央刻着一颗巨大的星，就像是嵌在冰上一样。

“终于找到线索了，”瓦伦丁兴奋地摇着手杖喊道，“有破碎玻璃窗的地方就是我们要找的。”

“什么窗？什么线索？”第一个助手问，“为什么，有什么凭据说这和他们有关系？”

瓦伦丁勃然大怒，几乎折断了他的竹手杖。

“凭据？”他大声叫道，“我的天啊，这个家伙还正在找凭据！当然，我可以告诉你，这里跟他们确实有关系的可能性只有百分之五。但是，我们现在还能做别的什么呢？你们难道还看不出来，我们要么必须追随这个荒诞的可能性，要么回家去睡大觉？”他重重地打开饭店的门走了进去，后面跟着他的伙伴——那两个警察。他们三个很快就被安顿在一张小餐桌前，终于吃上这顿晚午餐了，两个警察边吃饭边从里面往外看那个破碎玻璃上的星形，可是到这个时候他们还是看不出什么名堂来。





“我看见你们的窗户被打碎了。”瓦伦丁付账的时候对饭店的服务员说。

“是的，先生。”服务员回应着，弯腰忙着数钱，这些钱包括瓦伦丁偷偷给他的一笔丰厚的小费。服务员数完钱直起腰来，一脸温和而明显的激动神色。

“啊，是的，先生，”他说，“很奇怪的事，您说呢，先生。”

“确实很奇怪。给我们讲一讲是怎么回事。”瓦伦丁装作漫不经心的样子，好奇地问着。

“呃，我记得当时有两位穿黑衣服的绅士进来，”服务员说，“是两个外国的堂区神父，好像是来旅游的。他们安安静静地吃了一顿廉价的午饭。其中一个人付了账出去了，另一个正要走出去时，我发现他们多付了三倍的钱。于是我就对那个正要出门的神父说：‘喂，你们付得太多了。’可是他说：‘哦，是吗？’并且说得很冷静。我说：‘是的。’于是拿起账单给他看。哎呀，这可是个怪人。”

“你说这话是什么意思？”侦探问。

“嗳，我可以向七本圣经发誓，我本来该收四便士，但当时我发现自己收了十四便士，看得一清二楚。”

“啊，”瓦伦丁叫道，慢慢地踱着步，可是眼光像是要燃烧一样，“以后发生了什么？”

“门口那个堂区神父走回来，非常安静地说：‘对不起，我们不该弄乱你的账。不过，这多出来的钱是用来付那扇窗户的。’我问，‘什么窗户？’他说，‘就是我马上要打破的这扇窗户。’说完，他就用他的伞把这块倒霉的玻璃窗给打碎了。”

听完服务员的讲述，瓦伦丁一行人叫了起来，警察都快喘不过气来了，说：“我们要去追那个逃跑的疯子吗？”而服务员此时兴趣十足，接着讲那个滑稽可笑的故事。

“当时的一瞬间，我简直傻了，呆在那里，什么也做不了。那个人打碎玻璃窗后走出去，到街的拐角处会合他的朋友。然后，他们两个人飞快地走上布洛克街。尽管我绕过那些挡路的东西去追他们，但最终也没能追上。”

“布洛克街！”瓦伦丁一边说着，一边飞快地奔向那条大街，去追那两个陌生的神父。

之后的这段行程使瓦伦丁三人踏上了一条像隧道一样的光秃秃的砖路，在这条大街上，几乎没有什么灯光，也很少见窗户之类的东西，仿佛是一条修在所有建筑物背后的街道。夜色渐渐地深了，就连那个伦敦警察也很难分辨出他们正在往哪个方向走。不过，侦探此时相当有把握，他认为他们最终会到达汉普斯泰德的某个荒凉之地。就在这时，突然出现了一扇点着煤气灯的凸出的窗子，在暮色中，这扇窗子就像牛眼灯一样突现出来。瓦伦丁在一家装修得花里胡哨的小糖果店前面停了一小会儿，片刻犹豫后便走了进去。他驻足于五彩缤纷的糖果中间，神情显得十分庄严，小心翼翼地挑选了十三支巧克力雪茄。很显然，他是在准备一个开场白，但是已经不必了。

糖果店里有一个身形瘦削、年龄稍大的女人，带着对顾客习惯性的疑问打量着瓦伦丁优雅的外表，可是，当她看到瓦伦丁身后的门口处堵着一个穿蓝制服的警察时，她的眼睛顿时警觉起来。

“唷，”她说，“如果你们是为了那个包裹而来的，我已经把它寄走了。”

“包裹？”瓦伦丁重复了一下，这回轮到他用疑问的眼神望着对方了。

“我是说那个绅士留下的包裹，那个教士模样的绅士。”

“看在老天爷的分上，”瓦伦丁第一次真正地露出热切坦率的神色，俯身向前问道，“看在老天爷的分上，告诉我们到底出了什么事情。”

“嗯，”那个女人有点含糊地说，“大约半小时前，两个教士进来买了一些薄荷糖，还谈了一会儿话，然后就出去朝着荒地的方向走了。但是过了一小会儿，其中一个跑回店里说，‘我是不是把一个包裹丢在店里了？’于是，我到处帮他找，找遍了整个店，就是没看见他的包裹。最后，他就说，‘不要紧，如果找到了，请把它寄到这个地址。’他给我留下了一个地址，又给了我一先令作为误工钱。后来还真的找着了，我以为我已经翻遍了店里的每个角落，可是竟然在刚才找过的地方发现了他丢掉的一个棕色纸包，我按他说的地址把纸包寄走了。现在，我已经想不起他的详细地址了，好像是在威斯敏斯特的什么地方。不过，那个包裹看起来比较重要，我想警察也许是为这个来的。”

“他们的确是为这个来的，”瓦伦丁简短地说着，“汉普斯泰德荒地离这里近吗？”

“一直走的话，需要十五分钟，”那个女人说，“然后你就会看到荒地。”

女人的话刚一说完，瓦伦丁跳出商店向荒地方向跑去，其他两位侦探也勉强小跑着跟上他。

他们穿过的街道非常狭窄，并且被阴影笼罩着。他们不知道怎走出了那条街道，出来后才发现眼前是一大片空空如也的景象，还有那广袤的天空，他们非常惊讶地感觉黄昏原来还那么明亮、那么清晰。呈现出孔雀绿的苍穹消失在暗紫色的远方，在那片逐渐变暗的树木丛中，融汇成一片金黄。犹有余晖的绿色还足够深，还能分辨出一两颗亮晶晶的星星。所有的这些景色都是落日的金色余晖在汉普斯泰德边沿和那著名的被称为“健康谷地”的洼地上反射出来的。在这一地区漫游的度假人并不是完全分散在不同的地方。还能看见少数情侣懒散地不成形地坐在长凳子上，在远处某个地方，一两个姑娘，在失声唱出强劲的曲调。上天在白日的辉煌灿烂在人类惊人的庸俗中沉沦暗淡下去。

瓦伦丁站在斜坡上，望着谷地对面，一眼看到了他要找的东西。

在远方分散着的黑乎乎的人群中，有一处尤其黑，并且是没有分开的两个人影，穿着如牧师般的衣服。尽管由于距离远的原因，他们看起来像昆虫那样小，但是瓦伦丁仍然可以分辨出其中的一个比另一个矮得多。虽然另一个像学生似的躬着身子，其举动也不夸张，不惹人注目，但是仍然可以看出他的个子超出了六英尺。瓦伦丁咬紧牙关朝那个方向走去，挥舞着他的手杖，显得有些不耐烦。等到他逐渐走近后，看到的那两个黑色人影，就像是在高倍数显微镜中放大的一样，不过，他还发现了一些其他的状况。这个状况使他有些震惊，不过多少也在他的意料之中。不管那位高个子神父是谁，矮的那位是身份确凿的，他正是瓦伦丁在哈维奇火车上认识的那位朋友，那个矮胖的埃塞克斯小本堂神父，瓦伦丁还曾经对他的棕色纸包提出过关心的警告。

到目前为止，事情已经发展到了这个地步，一切终于合理地吻合起来了。瓦伦丁那天早上打听到，有一位从埃塞克斯来的布朗神父，带着一个镶着蓝宝石的纯银十字架，那个十字架是一件价值连城的古文物，目的是让参加“圣体会议”的一些外国神父观赏。毋庸置疑，这个十字架就是那块“带蓝石头的银器”。布朗神父无疑就是火车上那个容易上当受骗的小个子。此时此刻，这件事情就算是水落石出了。因为既然瓦伦丁发现的关于十字架的事情，弗兰博当然也早就发现了，并且知道所有的事情。毫不奇怪，当弗兰博听说有个蓝宝石十字架时，便起了贼心。这种事情在人类史上实在是屡见不鲜。并且，弗兰博自会以他自己的手法来对付这个带雨伞和纸包的傻傻的小个子——这也是理所当然的。弗兰博是那种一旦牵着了别人的鼻子，就能够一直把他牵到北极去的人。像弗兰博这样的“演员”，把自己装扮成另外一个神父，再把那位真正的神父骗到汉普斯泰德荒原那样的地方，实在也只是小菜一碟，不足为奇。到目前为止，案情的发展状况已经足够明了。对于小个子神父无依无靠的处境，瓦伦丁心中的同情之感油然而生。想到弗兰博竟然会在这么天真的无辜之人身上打主意，不由得义愤填膺。但是，瓦伦丁一想到其间发生的一切，一想到使弗兰博走向胜利的那些所有的细节，他的脑筋便不由自主地翻腾起其中最细微的道理来。弗兰博想从埃塞克斯的一位神父手里盗窃蓝宝石银十字架，跟往墙纸上泼汤有什么联系呢？又为什么把橘子和坚果的标牌互换？为什么先付窗户钱然后才打破窗户呢？这些细节跟骗取十字架有什么关联呢？他确实已经追踪到案情的结果了，但是不知怎么的，他感觉错过了一段中间环节。当他失败的时候（当然这种情况是极其少见的），通常是因为掌握了线索却最终没有抓住罪犯。这次是先抓住了罪犯，但是还没有掌握案情的来龙去脉。

他们尾随的那两个神父正像黑头苍蝇一样，爬越这座郁郁葱葱的大山，很明显地看出来，他们两个正处于交谈中，也许并没有注意到他们到底往哪里走。但可以肯定的是，他们往更荒凉、更寂静的高地走去。当瓦伦丁不断接近他们的时候，就不得不像偷猎那样，在树丛后面猫着腰，甚至必要时还要在深草中匍匐前进，这实在是很不体面。可是，只有采取如此方式的行动，猎人才能更加接近他们的目标。近到可以听到他们小声对话，但是分辨不清到底在说什么，只有“理智”这个词时常从他们嘴里大声地蹦出来。一度，由于地面的低洼和灌木丛的障碍，瓦伦丁他们基本上看不到尾随的目标了。不过，这种焦急不安持续了十分钟后，他们又能看到那两个人了。只见他们正在一座圆顶的山脊之巅，俯视着绚丽多彩而又难免苍凉的落日景色。在这个居高临下却又容易被人忽视的地方，有一张破旧得快散架的坐凳，两位神父正坐在凳子上，仍然进行着他们严肃的谈话。渐渐暗下去的地平线上仍然呈现出一片奇怪的绿色和金黄色的光芒，地平线上方的天空正慢慢地由孔雀绿逐渐变成孔雀蓝，悬在天顶的星星越来越像真正的珠宝了。瓦伦丁给他的伙伴打了个手势，同时，自己也悄无声息地溜到那棵枝叶茂密的大树后面，周围是死一般的寂静，瓦伦丁在大树后面第一次清楚地听到了两个奇怪神父的谈话。

瓦伦丁听了大概一分半钟的谈话之后，突然对自己的感觉产生了可怕的怀疑，并且还非常强烈。这种怀疑使他很沮丧：也许，在这静静的夜色之下，他把两个英国警察拖到这种荒地来干这种差事，真是糊涂至极，这种做法比那些在杨柳树上找无花果的人的脑筋清醒不到哪里去。因为他所听到的两个神父的谈话完全像是神父的语言，言语间渗透着渊博的学识，态度从容不迫，极其虔诚地谈论着神学上的那些玄妙难解的问题。矮小的埃塞克斯神父说话比较简单明了，他那张圆脸转向天空，沐浴在越来越亮的星光中；而另一个神父讲话时总是低着头，仿佛不配去沐浴星光。但是，不管你是在白色的意大利修道院，还是在黑色的西班牙主教大堂，都不会听到比他们的谈话更纯真的言语了。

他听到的第一句话是矮个子布朗神父说的最后一句：“……他们在中古时代说的天堂是不受腐蚀的。”

高个子神父点了点低垂着的头，说：“对，没错。现代的这些不信宗教的人求助于他们的理智。但是，生活在大千世界里的人们有谁感觉不到他的上空肯定有一个奇妙的宇宙呢？在那里，理智绝对是一种荒诞的东西。”

“不，”矮个子神父说，“理智永远是合乎情理的，即使在最后一个地狱的边境(善良的非基督徒或未受洗礼者的灵魂归宿处)，在茫茫人世即将灰飞烟灭之际，也是如此。我何尝不知，人们指责教会在贬低理智，但是，情况恰恰相反，在这个世界上，只有教会真正地尊重理智；只有教会在断言天主自身也是局限在理智里面的。”

高个子神父抬起他严肃的脸，对着星光闪烁的天空说：“但是谁知道在这个无限的宇宙中是否——”



“只是物质上的无限，”矮个子神父突然转过身来说，“我们不能无限度地逃避真理法则。”

躲在大树后面的瓦伦丁，一语不发，憋着一肚子的怒火，都快要把手指甲撕裂了。他似乎听到了那两个英国警察的窃笑，是他把他们两个从大老远的地方带到了这里，理由仅仅是自己的凭空猜想，如今的结果却是躲在这里听那两位温和的老神父暗喻式的闲聊。瓦伦丁着实很不耐烦了，以至于他没听到高个子神父同样巧妙的回答，当他再次静下心来聆听时，则又是矮个子布朗神父在讲话了：

“理智和正义控制着最遥远最孤寂的星球，你看那些星球，它们看起来难道不像钻石和蓝宝石吗？你可以大胆地天马行空地想象一下，想象那些你所能想到的植物和地质方面的东西。想想长满了多棱形宝石叶子的磐石森林，想象月亮是个蓝色的星球，是一颗巨大的蓝宝石。但是，不要幻想所有这些乱七八糟，胡思乱想的天文学上的东西会在人的行为上使理智和正义产生哪怕最细微的差别。在铺满了蛋白石的平原上，在挖出过珍珠的悬崖下，你总能找到一块告示牌，上面写着：严禁偷盗。”

瓦伦丁觉得今天的所作所为是他一辈子干下的最愚蠢的事情，他彻底失望了。可是，当他正要从蹲得发僵的姿势中直起身来，然后尽可能悄无声息地走掉时，那位高个子神父的异常沉默又使他的脚步停了下来。终于，高个子神父又讲话了。简单地说了几句，头一直那么低着，手放在了膝盖上。

“呃，我仍然认为其他世界在理智方面比我们要高。上天的奥秘深不可测。从个人而言，我只能低下我的头。”

于是，高个子神父依然低着头，姿势和声音丝毫没变，又接着说：

“就把你的蓝宝石十字架拿过来，好吗？你也知道，在这里我们都是单身一个人，并且，我可以把你像撕稻草娃娃一样撕得粉碎。”

高个子神父丝毫没有改变姿势和声音，只是附加了句暴力的语言，使得这个谈话的主题发生了惊人的变化。但是，那位古文物的守卫者——可怜的矮个子神父似乎只把头轻轻地转了一下，就像是转了个罗盘上最轻微的度数。不知怎么的，他仍然是一副傻傻的样子，面朝着天空上闪闪星光。也许他没有听懂高个子的话，或者，他听懂了，但是由于过度恐惧而僵在了那里。

“对，”那位高个子神父继续说，以同样不变的低嗓音、同样不变的静止姿态说，“没错，我就是弗兰博，大盗弗兰博。”

然后，他停了一会儿，又说：“喂，你到底给不给那个十字架？”

“不给！”矮个子神父反抗，不过，这两个字一点儿都不像是从他嘴里说出来的。

弗兰博突然抛掉所有的教士伪装，露出强盗本色。他狠狠地在座位上向后一靠，低声长笑了一下。

“不给？”他叫了起来，“你不愿把它给我是吧，你这个骄傲的教士。你不愿把它给我是吧，你这个没老婆的寡佬。要不要我来告诉你为什么你不愿把它给我吗？因为它已经到了我的手里，就在我胸前的口袋里。”

埃塞克斯来的这位小个子神父在夜色中转过他那看起来有些茫然的脸，带着“私人秘书”那股胆怯而又急促的声音说：

“你——你肯定吗？”

弗兰博得意地叫了起来。“我跟你说句实话吧，你呀，就像那出喜剧里的小丑一样让人发笑。”他叫道，“不错，我十分确定你是个傻瓜，所以，我才做了一个和你那原纸包一样的复制品。现在，我可怜的朋友，你怀里抱着的是个赝品，真正的无价之宝已经在我的手里了。不过这只是一套老把戏，布朗神父——这的确是一套很老的把戏。”

“对，”布朗神父还是疑惑不解地搔着头发，说道，“不错，我以前也听说过这种把戏。”

大罪犯弗兰博突然对这位乡巴佬小神父产生了兴趣，俯视着他。

“你听说过？”弗兰博问道，“你在什么地方听谁说过这样的把戏？”

“呃，我当然不会把他的名字告诉你，你可不知道，他找我来的目的是来向天主悔罪的。”矮个子神父简单明了地说，“他过了大概二十年富裕的日子，完全是靠复制棕色纸包来发家的。所以，你现在应该明白了吧，我开始怀疑你的时候，立刻就想到了那个可怜的家伙。”

“开始怀疑我？”歹徒越来越紧张，不断地重复道，“你真的是因为我把你带到这个荒凉的不毛之地，才怀疑上我的吗？”

“不是的，不是的，”布朗神父带着道歉的语气说，“是这样，在我们初次会面时，我就怀疑上你了。你袖子里藏着的穗状花絮带刺的手镯向我透露了你的身份。”

“见你的鬼，”弗兰博大喊道，“你怎么会听说过我有穗状花絮带刺的手镯的？”

“哦，你是知道的，每个教士都有自己的一小群信徒，”布朗神父有点面无表情地扬起眉毛，接着说，“我在哈特尔普尔当本堂神父的时候，就有三个戴这种手镯的人。所以当我最初怀疑你的时候，你难道没有看出来？当时我就拿定了主意，无论如何要确保蓝宝石十字架的安全。我想我对你的注意还是很密切的，对吧？所以，在最后看到你调包的时候，我想我的宝贝又回来了，然后，我把真的留在后面，难道你真的没有看出来这些吗？”

“留在后面？”弗兰博重复道，第一次在得意的声音之外，混入了异样的音调。

“嗯，好像是这样的。”小个子神父依然不动声色地说，“我回到糖果店，问店主我是否在那里丢了一个包裹，还给了他们一个固定地址，吩咐他们如果找到了包裹就寄往那个地址，当然，还给了他们足够的钱。嗯，其实我知道我没有丢掉包裹，不过是在我走的时候故意把它留下来的。所以，与其说这个包裹还留在我身边，不如说已经让他们寄给了我在威斯敏斯特的一个朋友。”然后，小神父装作有点悲伤地说：“我是从哈特尔普尔那里的一个穷人那里学来的，他经常用他在火车站偷来的手提袋这么干。不过他现在进了隐修院了。哦，对，这种事你也应该明白。”他表现出真诚道歉的样子，搔着头发说，“当了神父，就没有办法了，人们总会跑来对我们讲这类事情的。”

弗兰博从他衣服里边的口袋里掏出了那个棕色包裹，把它扯得粉碎。发现里面除了纸和铅条之外什么东西都没有。他暴跳如雷，摆出一个巨人的姿态向小神父喊道：“我不相信，我不相信像你这样的矮脚鸡会做出所有这些名堂来。我坚信那玩意还在你身上。如果你不把它交出来，哼，我们可都是单枪匹马，到时候别怪我对你不客气。”

“没用，”布朗神父也站了起来，简单明了地说，“你动武也得不到它，因为首先它不在我身上，其次这里并非只有你我二人。”

弗兰博站在那里一动不动。

“其实在那棵大树的后面，”布朗神父指着树说：“有两个身强体壮的警察和一位世界上最有名的侦探。你是不是要问他们怎么会到这里来的？哎呀，当然是我把他们引来的。我怎么把他们引来的呢？嗳，如果你喜欢听，我就不妨告诉你。愿天主保佑你，当在罪犯阶级当中工作的时候，我们不得不弄懂二十件此类的事情。嗯，当时我不能肯定你就是强盗，毕竟把我们自己的一位教士当成是恶棍是无论如何也不行的。所以，我只是想考验你一下，看你是否会真的现出原形。一个人在发现咖啡里加的是盐的时候，一般都会大惊小怪的。如果这个人不是大惊小怪，他必定是为某个原因而保持沉默。我把盐和糖调换了一下，而你在发现了之后保持沉默。还有，一个人如果发现他多付了三倍的费用时，他势必会反抗，但是如果他不愿惹人注意时，就会保持沉默。我改了你的账单，你却乖乖地付了账。”

全世界的人似乎都以为弗兰博会被气得大跳起来，但他好像被咒语定在了那里一样，被这极端的怪事弄得目瞪口呆。

“嗳，”布朗神父动作迟缓而头脑却显得非常清醒，他说，“你是不会给警察留下任何痕迹的，当然就得让另一个人留下。在我们到过的每一个地方，我都小心翼翼地做了点什么，使我们在这一天的其余时间里可以被谈论。我没有给那些人造成很大的损失——泼脏的墙，打翻的苹果堆，打碎的玻璃窗……但是，我保住了蓝宝石十字架，十字架是必须要保住的。现在，它已经安稳地待在威斯敏斯特了。令我感到很奇怪的是，你为什么没有用‘驴子口哨’来拦住我做这些事情呢。”

“用什么？”弗兰博问。

“我很高兴你从来没听说过这个词。”神父扮了个鬼脸说，“这是个肮脏的故事。我敢肯定，你为人太好，绝对当不了那个吹驴子口哨的人。我本来是不该离开现场的，我的腿脚不够好。”

“你到底在说什么？”弗兰博不耐烦了。

“我还以为你知道什么是现场呢，”布朗神父显出很惬意、故作吃惊的样子，说，“哦，你本来不会犯那么大的错误的。”

“你到底是怎么知道这些令人讨厌的事情？”弗兰博吼道。



布朗神父单纯的圆脸上浮现出了笑容。

“哦，我想是因为我是个没老婆的寡佬吧，”他说，“你从来都没有猛然想到过这些吗？一个整天除了听人们说出他们的罪恶行径之外几乎无所事事的人，是不可能不知道人类的邪恶的。但是，实际上我这个行业的另一方面也使我知道了你不是神父。”

“什么？”强盗问道，嘴张得很大。

“你竟然攻击理智，”布朗神父说，“你不知道那是违反神学原理的。”

布朗神父转身去收集东西的时候，三个警察从树影中走了出来。弗兰博是个艺术家兼运动员，他退后一步，潇洒地向瓦伦丁鞠了个躬。

“别对着我鞠躬，”瓦伦丁一字一句地，态度安详地说，“我们两个都得向我们的这位师傅鞠躬。”

这一警一匪两个人都摘掉帽子伫立了片刻，而那个小个子的埃塞克斯神父则眨巴着眼，四处转悠着找他的雨伞去了。

Between the silver ribbon of morning and the green glittering ribbon of sea, the boat touched Harwich and let loose a swarm of folk like flies, among whom the man we must follow was by no means conspicuous—nor wished to be. There was nothing notable about him, except a slight contrast between the holiday gaiety of his clothes and the official gravity of his face. His clothes included a slight, pale grey jacket, a white waistcoat, and a silver straw hat with a grey-blue ribbon. His lean face was dark by contrast, and ended in a curt black beard that looked Spanish and suggested an Elizabethan ruff. He was smoking a cigarette with the seriousness of an idler. There was nothing about him to indicate the fact that the grey jacket covered a loaded revolver, that the white waistcoat covered a police card, or that the straw hat covered one of the most powerful intellects in Europe. For this was Valentin himself, the head of the Paris police and the most famous investigator of the world; and he was coming from Brussels to London to make the greatest arrest of the century.

Flambeau was in England. The police of three countries had tracked the great criminal at last from Ghent to Brussels, from Brussels to the Hook of Holland; and it was conjectured that he would take some advantage of the unfamiliarity and confusion of the Eucharistic Congress, then taking place in London. Probably he would travel as some minor clerk or secretary connected with it; but, of course, Valentin could not be certain; nobody could be certain about Flambeau.

It is many years now since this colossus of crime suddenly ceased keeping the world in a turmoil; and when he ceased, as they said after the death of Roland, there was a great quiet upon the earth. But in his best days (I mean, of course, his worst), Flambeau was a figure as statuesque and international as the Kaiser. Almost every morning the daily paper announced that he had escaped the consequences of one extraordinary crime and commit another. He was a Gascon of gigantic stature and bodily daring; and the wildest tales were told of his outbursts of athletic humour; how he turned the juge of instruction upside down and stood him on his head,“to clear his mind”; how he ran down the Rue de Rivoli with a policeman under each arm.

It is due to him to say that his fantastic physical strength was generally employed in such bloodless though undignified scenes; his real crimes were chiefly those of ingenious and wholesale robbery. But each of his thefts was almost a new sin, and would make a story by itself. It was he who ran the great Tyrolean Dairy Company in London, with no dairies, no cows, no carts, no milk, but with some thousand subscribers. These he served by the simple operation of moving the little milk cans outside people's doors to the doors of his own customers.

It was he who had kept up an unaccountable and close correspondence with a young lady whose whole letter-bag was intercepted by the extraordinary trick of photographing his messages infinitesimally small upon the slides of a microscope.

A sweeping simplicity, however, marked many of his experiments. It is said that he once repainted all the numbers in a street in the dead of night merely to divert one traveller into a trap. It is quite certain that he invented a portable pillar-box, which he put up at corners in quiet suburbs on the chance of strangers dropping postal orders into it.

Lastly, he was known to be a startling acrobat; despite his huge figure, he could leap like a grasshopper and melt into the tree-tops like a monkey. Hence the great Valentin, when he set out to find Flambeau, was perfectly aware that his adventures would not end when he had found him.

But how was he to find him? On this the great Valentin's ideas were still in process of settlement.

There was one thing which Flambeau, with all his dexterity of disguise, could not cover, and that was his singular height. If Valentin's quick eye had caught a tall apple-woman, a tall grenadier, or even a tolerably tall duchess, he might have arrested them on the spot. But all along his train there was nobody that could be a disguised Flambeau, any more that a cat could be disguised a giraffe. About the people on the boat he had already satisfied himself; and the people picked up at Harwich or on the journey limited themselves with certainty to six. There was a short railway official travelling up to the terminus, three fairly short market gardeners picked up two stations afterwards, one very short widow lady going up from a small Essex town, and a very short Roman Catholic priest going up from a small Essex village. When it came to the last case, Valentin gave it up and almost laughed. The little priest was so much the essence of those Eastern flats; he had a face as round and dull as a Norfolk dumpling; he had eyes as empty as the North Sea; he had several brown paper parcels, which he was quite incapable of collecting. The Eucharistic Congress had doubtless sucked out of their local stagnation many such creatures, blind and helpless, like moles disinterred. Valentin was a sceptic in the severe style of France, and could have no love for priests. But he could have pity for them, and this one might have provoked pity in anybody. He had a large, shabby umbrella, which constantly fell on the floor. He did not seem to know where was the right end of his return ticket. He explained with a moon-calf simplicity to everybody in the carriage that he had to be careful, because he had something made of real silver“with blue stones”in one of his brownpaper parcels. His quaint blending of Essex flatness with saintly simplicity continuously amused the Frenchman till the priest arrived (somehow) at Tottenham with all his parcels, and came back for his umbrella. When he did the last, Valentin even had the good nature to warn him not to take care of the silver by telling everybody about it. But to whomever he talked, Valentin kept his eye open for someone else; he looked out steadily for anyone, rich or poor, male or female, who was well up to six feet; for Flambeau was four inches above it.

He alighted at Liverpool Street, however, quite conscientiously secure that he had not missed the criminal so far. He then went to Scotland Yard to regularize his position and arrange for help in case of need; he then lit another cigarette and went for a long stroll in the streets of London. As he was walking in the streets and squares beyond Victoria, he paused suddenly and stood. It was a quaint, quiet square, very typical of London, full of an accidental stillness. The tall, flat houses round looked at once prosperous and uninhabited; the square of shrubbery in the centre looked as deserted as a green Pacific islet. One of the four sides was much higher than the rest, like a dais; and the line of this side was broken by one of London's admirable accidents—a restaurant that looked as if it had strayed from Soho. It was an unreasonably attractive object, with dwarf plants in pots and long, striped blinds of lemon yellow and white. It stood specially high above the street, and in the usual patchwork way of London, a flight of steps from the street ran up to meet the front door almost as a fire-escape might run up to a first-floor window. Valentin stood and smoked in front of the yellow-white blinds and considered them long.

The most incredible thing about miracles is that they happen. A few clouds in heaven do come together into the staring shape of one human eye. A tree does stand up in the landscape of a doubtful journey in the exact and elaborate shape of a note of interrogation. I have seen both these things myself within the last few days. Nelson does die in the instant of victory; and a man named Williams does quite accidentally murder a man named Williamson; it sounds like a sort of infanticide. In short, there is in life an element of elfin coincidence which if people reckoning on the prosaic may perpetually miss. As it has been well expressed in the paradox of Poe,“wisdom should reckon on the unforeseen.”

Aristide Valentin was unfathomably French; and the French intelligence is intelligence specially and solely. He was not“a thinking machine”; for that is a brainless phrase of modern fatalism and materialism. A machine only is a machine because it cannot think. But he was a thinking man, and a plain man at the same time. All his wonderful successes, that looked like conjuring, had been gained by plodding logic, by clear and commonplace French thought. The French electrify the world not by starting any paradox; they electrify it by carrying out a truism. They carry a truism so far—as in the French Revolution. But exactly because Valentin understood reason, he understood the limits of reason. Only a man who knows nothing of motors talks of motoring without petrol; only a man who knows nothing of reason talks of reasoning without strong, undisputed first principles. Here he had no strong first principles. Flambeau had been missed at Harwich; and if he was in London at all, he might be anything from a tall tramp on Wimbledon Common to a tall toast-master at the Hotel Metropole. In such a naked state of nescience, Valentin had a view and a method of his own.



In such cases he reckoned on the unforeseen. In such cases, when he could not follow the train of the reasonable, he coldly and carefully followed the train of the unreasonable. Instead of going to the right places—banks, police stations, rendezvous—he systematically went to the wrong places, knocked at every empty house, turned down every cul-de-sac, went up every lane blocked with rubbish, went round every crescent that led him uselessly out of the way. He defended this crazy course quite logically. He said that if one had a clue this was the worst way; but if one had no clue at all it was the best, because there was just the chance that any oddity that caught the eye of the pursuer might be the same that had caught the eye of the pursued. Somewhere a man must begin, and it had better be just where another man might stop. Something about that flight of steps up to the shop, something about the quietude and quaintness of the restaurant, roused all the detective's rare romantic fancy and made him resolve to strike at random. He went up the steps, and sitting down at a table by the window, asked for a cup of black coffee.

It was half-way through the morning, and he had not breakfasted; the slight litter of other breakfasts stood about on the table to remind him of his hunger; and adding a poached egg to his order, he proceeded musingly to shake some white sugar into his coffee, thinking all the time about Flambeau. He remembered how Flambeau had escaped, once by a pair of nail scissors, and once by a house on fire; once by having to pay for an unstamped letter, and once by getting people to look through a telescope at a comet that might destroy the world. He thought his detective brain as good as the criminal's, which was true. But he fully realised the disadvantage.“The criminal is the creative artist; the detective only the critic,”he said with a sour smile, and lifted his coffee cup to his lips slowly, and put it down very quickly. He had put salt in it.

He looked at the vessel from which the silvery powder had come; it was certainly a sugar-basin, as unmistakably meant for sugar as a champagne-bottle for champagne. He wondered why they should keep salt in it. He looked to see if there were any more orthodox vessels. Yes; there were two salt-cellars quite full. Perhaps there was some speciality in the condiment in the saltcellars. He tasted it; it was sugar. Then he looked round at the restaurant with a refreshed air of interest, to see if there were any other traces of that singular artistic taste which puts the sugar in the salt-cellars and the salt in the sugar-basin. Except for an odd splash of some dark fluid on one of the white-papered walls, the whole place appeared neat, cheerful and ordinary. He rang the bell for the waiter.

When that official hurried up, fuzzy-haired and somewhat blear-eyed at that early hour, the detective (who was not without an appreciation of the simpler forms of humour) asked him to taste the sugar and see if it was up to the high reputation of the hotel. The result was that the waiter yawned suddenly and woke up.

“Do you play this delicate joke on your customers every morning?”inquired Valentin.“Does changing the salt and sugar never pall on you as a jest?”

The waiter, when this irony grew clearer, stammeringly assured him that the establishment had certainly no such intention; it must be a most curious mistake. He picked up the sugar-basin and looked at it; he picked up the salt-cellar and looked at that, his face growing more and more bewildered. At last he abruptly excused himself, and hurrying away, returned in a few seconds with the proprietor. The proprietor also examined the sugar-basin and then the salt-cellar; the proprietor also looked bewildered.

Suddenly the waiter seemed to grow inarticulation with a rush of words.

“I think,”he stuttered eagerly,“I think it is those two clergy-men.”

“What two clergymen?”

“The two clergymen,”said the waiter,“that threw soup at the wall.”

“Threw soup at the wall?”repeated Valentin, feeling sure this must be some singular Italian metaphor.

“Yes, yes,”said the attendant excitedly, and pointed at the dark splash on the white paper,“threw it over there on the wall.”

Valentin looked his query at the proprietor, who came to his rescue with fuller reports.

“Yes, sir,”he said,“it's quite true, though I don't suppose it has anything to do with the sugar and salt. Two clergymen came in and drank soup here very early, as soon as the shutters were taken down. They were both very quiet, respectable people; one of them paid the bill and went out; the other, who seemed a slower coach altogether, was some minutes longer getting his things together. But he went at last. Only, the instant before he stepped into the street he deliberately picked up his cup, which he had only half emptied, and threw the soup slap on the wall. I was in the back room myself, and so was the waiter; so I could only rush out in time to find the wall splashed and the shop empty. It don't do any particular damage, but it was confounded cheek; and I tried to catch the men in the street. They were too far off though; I only noticed they went round the next corner into Carstairs Street.”

The detective was on his feet, hat settled and stick in hand. He had already decided that in the universal darkness of his mind he could only follow the first odd finger that pointed; and this finger was odd enough. Paying his bill and clashing the glass doors behind him, he was soon swinging round into the other street.

It was fortunate that even in such fevered moments his eye was cool and quick. Something in a shop-front went by him like a mere flash; yet he went back to look at it. The shop was a popular greengrocer and fruiterer's, an array of goods set out in the open air and plainly ticketed with their names and prices. In the two most prominent compartments were two heaps, of oranges and of nuts respectively. On the heap of nuts lay a scrap of cardboard, on which was written in bold, blue chalk,“Best tangerine oranges, two a penny.”On the oranges was the equally clear and exact description,“Finest Brazil nuts, 4d. a lb.”Valentin looked at these two placards and fancied he had met this highly subtle form of humour before, and that somewhat recently. He drew the attention of the red-faced fruiterer, who was looking rather sullenly up and down the street, to this inaccuracy in his advertisements. The fruiterer said nothing, but sharply put each card into its proper place. The detective, leaning elegantly on his walking-cane, continued to scrutinize the shop. At last he said,“Pray excuse my apparent irrelevance, my good sir, but I should like to ask you a question in experimental psychology and the association of ideas.”

The red-faced shopman regarded him with an eye of menace; but he continued gaily, swinging his cane,“Why,”he pursued,“why are two tickets wrongly placed in a greengrocer's shop like a shovel hat that has come to London for a holiday? Or, in case I do not make myself clear, what is the mystical association which connects the idea of nuts marked as oranges with the idea of two clergymen, one tall and the other short?”

The eyes of the tradesman stood out of his head like a snail's; he really seemed for an instant likely to fling himself upon the stranger. At last he stammered angrily,“I don't know what you have to do with it, but if you're one of their friends, you can tell them from me that I'll knock their silly heads off, parsons or no parsons, if they upset my apples again.”

“Indeed?”asked the detective, with great sympathy.“Did they upset your apples?”

“One of them did,”said the heated shopman,“rolled them all over the street. I'd have caught the fool but for having to pick them up.”

“Which way did these parsons go?”asked Valentin.

“Up that second road on the left-hand side, and then across the square,”said the other promptly.

“Thanks,”replied Valentin, and vanished like a fairy. On the other side of the second square he found a policeman, and said,“This is urgent, constable, have you seen two clergymen in shovel hats?”

The policeman began to chuckle heavily.“I have, sir; and if you ask me, one of them was drunk. He stood in the middle of the road that bewildered that……”

“Which way did they go?”snapped Valentin.

“They took one of yellow buses over there,”answered the man,“them that go to Hampstead.”

Valentin produced his official card and said very rapidly,“Call up two of your men to come with me in pursuit,”and crossed the road with such contagious energy that the ponderous policeman was moved to almost agile obedience. In a minute and a half the French detective was joined on the opposite pavement by an inspector and a man in plain clothes.

“Well, sir,”began the former, with smiling importance,“and what may……”

Valentin pointed suddenly with his cane.“I'll tell you on the top of that omnibus,”he said, and was darting and dodging across the tangle of the traffic. When all three sank panting on the top seats of the yellow vehicle, the inspector said,“We could go ten times as quick in a taxi.”

“Quite true,”replied their leader placidly,“if we only had an idea of where we were going.”

“Well, where are you going?”asked the other, staring.

Valentin smoked frowningly for a few seconds; then, removing his cigarette, he said,“If you know what a man's doing, get in front of him; but if you want to guess what he's doing, keep behind him. Stray when he strays; stop when he stops; travel as slowly as he. Then you may see what he saw and may act as he acted. All we can do is to keep our eyes skinned for a queer thing.”

“What sort of queer thing do you mean?”asked the inspector.

“Any sort of queer thing,”answered Valentin, and relapsed into obstinate silence.

The yellow omnibus crawled up the northern roads for what seemed like hours on end; the great detective would not explain further, and perhaps his assistants felt a silent and growing doubt of his errand. Perhaps, also, they felt a silent and growing desire for lunch, for the hours crept long past the normal luncheon hour, and the long roads of the North London suburbs seemed to shoot out into length after length like an infernal telescope. It was one of those journeys on which a man perpetually feels that now at last he must have come to the end of the universe, and then finds he has only come to the beginning of Tufnell Park. London died away in draggled taverns and dreary scrubs, and then was unaccountably born again in blazing high streets and blatant hotels. It was like passing through thirteen separate vulgar cities all just touching each other. But though the winter twilight was already threatening the road ahead of them, the Parisian detective still sat silent and watchful, eyeing the frontage of the streets that slid by on either side. By the time they had left Camden Town behind, the policemen were nearly asleep; at least, they gave something like a jump as Valentin leapt erect, struck a hand on each man's shoulder, and shouted to the driver to stop.



They tumbled down the steps into the road without realizing why they had been dislodged; when they looked round for enlightenment they found Valentin triumphantly pointing his finger towards a window on the left side of the road. It was a large window, forming part of the long facade of a gilt and palatial public-house; it was the part reserved for respectable dining, and labelled“Restaurant.”This window, like all the rest along the frontage of the hotel, was of frosted and figured glass; but in the middle of it was a big, black smash, like a star in the ice.

“Our cue at last,”cried Valentin, waving his stick,“the place with the broken window.”

“What window? What cue?”asked his principal assistant.“Why, what proof is there that this has anything to do with them?”

Valentin almost broke his bamboo stick with rage.

“Proof!”he cried.“Good God! the man is looking for proof! Why, of course, the chances are twenty to one that it has something to do with them. But what else can we do? Don't you see we must either follow one wild possibility or else go home to bed?”He banged his way into the restaurant, followed by his companions, and they were soon seated at a late luncheon at a little table, and looked at the star of smashed glass from the inside. Not that it was very informative to them even then.

“Got your window broken, I see,”said Valentin to the waiter as he paid the bill.

“Yes, sir,”answered the attendant, bending busily over the change, to which Valentin silently added an enormous tip. The waiter straightened himself with mild but unmistakable animation.

“Ah, yes, sir,”he said.“Very odd thing, that, sir.”

“Indeed? Tell us about it,”said the detective with careless curiosity.

“Well, two gents in black came in,”said the waiter,“two of those foreign parsons that are running about. They had a cheap and quiet little lunch, and one of them paid for it and went out. The other was just going out to join him when I looked at my charge again and found he'd paid me more than three times too much. ‘Here,’ I says to the chap who was nearly out of the door,‘you've paid too much.’ ‘Oh,’ he says, very cool, ‘have we?’ ‘Yes,’ I says, and picks up the bill to show him. Well, that was a knock-out.”

“What do you mean?”asked his interlocutor.

“Well, I'd have sworn on seven Bibles that I'd put 4s. on that bill. But now I saw I'd put 14s., as plain as paint.”

“Well?”cried Valentin, moving slowly, but with burning eyes,“and then?”

“The parson at the door says all serene, ‘Sorry to confuse your accounts, but it'll pay for the window.’ ‘What window?’ I says. ‘The one I'm going to break,’ he says, and smashed that blessed pane with his umbrella.”

All three inquirers made an exclamation; and the inspector said under his breath,“Are we after escaped lunatics?”The waiter went on with some relish for the ridiculous story:

“I was so knocked silly for a second, I couldn't do anything. The man marched out of the place and joined his friend just round the corner. Then they went so quick up Bullock Street that I couldn't catch them, though I ran round the bars to do it.”

“Bullock Street,”said the detective, and shot up that thoroughfare as quickly as the strange couple he pursued.

Their journey now took them through bare brick ways like tunnels; streets with few lights and even with few windows; streets that seemed built out of the blank backs of everything and everywhere. Dusk was deepening, and it was not easy even for the London policemen to guess in what exact direction they were treading. The inspector, however, was pretty certain that they would eventually strike some part of Hampstead Heath. Abruptly one bulging gas-lit window broke the blue twilight like a bull'seye lantern; and Valentin stopped an instant before a little garish sweetstuff shop. After an instant's hesitation he went in; he stood amid the gaudy colours of the confectionery with entire gravity and bought thirteen chocolate cigars with a certain care. He was clearly preparing an opening; but he did not need one.

An angular, elderly young woman in the shop had regarded his elegant appearance with a merely automatic inquiry; but when she saw the door behind him blocked with the blue uniform of the inspector, her eyes seemed to wake up.

“Oh,”she said,“if you've come about for that parcel, I've sent it off already.”

“Parcel?”repeated Valentin; and it was his turn to look inquiring.

“I mean the parcel the gentleman left—the clergyman gentleman.”

“For goodness' sake,”said Valentin, leaning forward with his first real confession of eagerness,“for Heaven's sake tell us what happened exactly.”

“Well,”said the woman a little doubtfully,“the clergymen came in about half an hour ago and bought some peppermints and talked a bit, and then went off towards the Heath. But a second after, one of them runs back into the shop and says, ‘Have I left a parcel!’ Well, I looked everywhere and couldn't see one; so he says, ‘Never mind; but if it should turn up, please post it to this address,’ and he left me the address and a shilling for my trouble. And sure enough, though I thought I'd looked everywhere, I found he'd left a brown paper parcel, so I posted it to the place he said. I can't remember the address now; it was somewhere in Westminster. But as the thing seemed so important, I thought perhaps the police had come about it.”

“So they have,”said Valentin shortly.“Is Hampstead Heath near here?”

“Straight on for fifteen minutes,”said the woman,“and you'll come right out on the open.”

Valentin sprang out of the shop and began to run. The other detectives followed him at a reluctant trot.

The street they threaded was so narrow and shut in by shadows that when they came out unexpectedly into the void common and vast sky they were startled to find the evening still so light and clear. A perfect dome of peacock-green sank into gold amid the blackening trees and the dark violet distances. The glowing green tint was just deep enough to pick out in points of crystal one or two stars. All that was left of the daylight lay in a golden glitter across the edge of Hampstead and that popular hollow which is called the Vale of Health. The holiday makers who roam this region had not wholly dispersed; a few couples sat shapelessly on benches; and here and there a distant girl still shrieked in one of the swings. The glory of heaven deepened and darkened around the sublime vulgarity of man.

Standing on the slope and looking across the valley, Valentin beheld the thing which he sought.

Among the black and breaking groups in that distance was one especially black which did not break—a group of two figures clerically clad. Though they seemed as small as insects, Valentin could see that one of them was much smaller than the other. Though the other had a student's stoop and an inconspicuous manner, he could see that the man was well over six feet high. He shut his teeth and went forward, whirling his stick impatiently. By the time he had substantially diminished the distance and magnified the two black figures as in a vast microscope, he had perceived something else; something which startled him, and yet which he had somehow expected. Whoever was the tall priest, there could be no doubt about the identity of the short one. It was his friend of the Harwich train, the stumpy little cure of Essex whom he had warned about his brown paper parcels.

Now, so far as this went, everything fitted in finally and rationally enough. Valentin had learned by his inquiries that morning that a Father Brown from Essex was bringing up a silver cross with sapphires, a relic of considerable value, to show some of the foreign priests at the congress. This undoubtedly was the“silver with blue stones”; and Father Brown undoubtedly was the little greenhorn in the train. Now there was nothing wonderful about the fact that what Valentin had found out Flambeau had also found out; Flambeau found out everything. Also there was nothing wonderful in the fact that when Flambeau heard of a sapphire cross he should try to steal it; that was the most natural thing in all natural history. And most certainly there was nothing wonderful about the fact that Flambeau should have it all his own way with such a silly sheep as the man with the umbrella and the parcels. He was the sort of man whom could lead anybody on a string to the North Pole; it was not surprising that an actor like Flambeau, dressed as another priest, could lead him to Hampstead Heath. So far the crime seemed clear enough; and while the detective pitied the priest for his helplessness, he almost despised Flambeau for condescending to so gullible a victim. But when Valentin thought of all that had happened in between, of all that had led him to his triumph, he racked his brains for the smallest rhyme or reason in it. What had the stealing of a blue-and-silver cross from a priest from Essex to do with chucking soup at wall paper? What had it to do with calling nuts oranges, or with paying for windows first and breaking them afterwards? He had come to the end of his chase; yet somehow he had missed the middle of it. When he failed (which was seldom), he had usually grasped the clue, but nevertheless missed the criminal. Here he had grasped the criminal, but still he could not grasp the clue.



The two figures that they followed were crawling like black flies across the huge green contour of a hill. They were evidently sunk in conversation, and perhaps did not notice where they were going; but they were certainly going to the wilder and more silent heights of the Heath. As their pursuers gained on them, the latter had to use the undignified attitudes of the deer-stalker, to crouch behind clumps of trees and even to crawl prostrate in deep grass. By these ungainly ingenuities the hunters even came close enough to the quarry to hear the murmur of the discussion, but no word could be distinguished except the word“reason”recurring frequently in a high and almost childish voice. Once over an abrupt dip of land and a dense tangle of thickets, the detectives actually lost the two figures they were following. They did not find the trail again for an agonising ten minutes, and then it led round the brow of a great dome of hill overlooking an amphitheatre of rich and desolate sunset scenery. Under a tree in this commanding yet neglected spot was an old ramshackle wooden seat. On this seat sat the two priests still in serious speech together. The gorgeous green and gold still clung to the darkening horizon; but the dome above was turning slowly from peacock-green to peacock-blue, and the stars detached themselves more and more like solid jewels. Mutely motioning to his followers, Valentin contrived to creep up behind the big branching tree, and, standing there in deathly silence, heard the words of the strange priests for the first time.

After he had listened for a minute and a half, he was gripped by a devilish doubt. Perhaps he had dragged the two English policemen to the wastes of a nocturnal heath on an errand no saner than seeking figs on its thistles. For the two priests were talking exactly like priests, piously, with learning and leisure, about the most aerial enigmas of theology. The little Essex priest spoke the more simply, with his round face turned to the strengthening stars; the other talked with his head bowed, as if he were not even worthy to look at them. But no more innocently clerical conversation could have been heard in any white Italian cloister or black Spanish cathedral.

The first he heard was the tail of one of Father Brown's sentences, which ended:“…… what they really meant in the Middle Ages by the heavens being incorruptible.”

The taller priest nodded his bowed head and said,“Ah, yes, these modern infidels appeal to their reason; but who can look at those millions of worlds and not feel that there may well be wonderful universes above us where reason is utterly unreasonable?”

“No,”said the other priest;“reason is always reasonable, even in the last limbo, in the lost borderland of things. I know that people charge the Church with lowering reason, but it is just the other way. Alone on earth, the Church makes reason really supreme. Alone on earth, the Church affirms that God himself is bound by reason.”

The other priest raised his austere face to the spangled sky and said,“Yet who knows if in that infinite universe—”

“Only infinite physically,”said the little priest, turning sharply in his seat,“not infinite in the sense of escaping from the laws of truth.”

Valentin behind his tree was tearing his fingernails with silent fury. He seemed almost to hear the sniggers of the English detectives whom he had brought so far on a fantastic guess only to listen to the metaphysical gossip of two mild old parsons. In his impatience he lost the equally elaborate answer of the tall cleric, and when he listened again it was again Father Brown who was speaking:

“Reason and justice grip the remotest and the loneliest star. Look at those stars. Don't they look as if they were single diamonds and sapphires? Well, you can imagine any mad botany or geology you please. Think of forests of adamant with leaves of brilliants. Think the moon is a blue moon, a single elephantine sapphire. But don't fancy that all that frantic astronomy would make the smallest difference to the reason and justice of conduct. On plains of opal, under cliffs cut out of pearl, you would still find a notice-board, ‘Thou shalt not steal.’”

Valentin was just in the act of rising from his rigid and crouching attitude and creeping away as softly as might be, felled by the one great folly of his life. But something in the very silence of the tall priest made him stop until the latter spoke. When at last he did speak, he said simply, his head bowed and his hands on his knees:

“Well, I think that other worlds may perhaps rise higher than our reason. The mystery of heaven is unfathomable, and I for one can only bow my head.”

Then, with brow yet bent and without changing by the faintest shade his attitude or voice, he added:

“Just hand over that sapphire cross of yours, will you? We're all alone here, and I could pull you to pieces like a straw doll.”

The utterly unaltered voice and attitude added a strange violence to that shocking change of speech. But the guarder of the relic only seemed to turn his head by the smallest section of the compass. He seemed still to have a somewhat foolish face turned to the stars. Perhaps he had not understood. Or, perhaps, he had understood and sat rigid with terror.

“Yes,”said the tall priest, in the same low voice and in the same still posture,“yes, I am Flambeau.”

Then, after a pause, he said,“Come, will you give me that cross?”

“No,”said the other, and the monosyllable had an odd sound.

Flambeau suddenly flung off all his pontifical pretensions. The great robber leaned back in his seat and laughed low but long.

“No,”he cried,“you won't give it to me, you proud prelate. You won't give it to me, you little celibate simpleton. Shall I tell you why you won't give it to me? Because I've got it already in my own breast-pocket.”

The small man from Essex turned what seemed to be a dazed face in the dusk, and said, with the timid eagerness of“The Private Secretary”:

“Are—are you sure?”

Flambeau yelled with delight.“Really, you're as good as a three-act farce,”he cried.“Yes, you turnip, I am quite sure. I had the sense to make a duplicate of the right parcel, and now, my friend, you've got the duplicate and I've got the jewels. An old dodge, Father Brown—a very old dodge.”

“Yes,”said Father Brown, and passed his hand through his hair with the same strange vagueness of manner.“Yes, I've heard of it before.”

The colossus of crime leaned over to the little rustic priest with a sort of sudden interest.

“You have heard of it?”he asked.“Where have you heard of it?”

“Well, I mustn't tell you his name, of course,”said the little man simply.“He was a penitent, you know. He had lived prosperously for about twenty years entirely on duplicate brown paper parcels. And so, you see, when I began to suspect you, I thought of this poor chap's way of doing it at once.”

“Began to suspect me?”repeated the outlaw with increased intensity.“Did you really have the gumption to suspect me just because I brought you up to this bare part of the heath?”

“No, no,”said Brown with an air of apology.“You see, I suspected you when we first met. It's that little bulge up the sleeve where you people have the spiked bracelet.”

“How in Tartarus,”cried Flambeau,“did you ever hear of the spiked bracelet?”

“Oh, one's little flock, you know!”said Father Brown, arching his eyebrows rather blankly.“When I was a curate in Hartlepool, there were three of them with spiked bracelets. So, as I suspected you from the first, don't you see, I made sure that the cross should go safe, anyhow. I'm afraid I watched you, you know. So at last I saw you change the parcels. Then, don't you see, I changed them back again. And then I left the right one behind.”

“Left it behind?”repeated Flambeau, and for the first time there was another note in his voice beside his triumph.

“Well, it was like this,”said the little priest, speaking in the same unaffected way.“I went back to that sweet-shop and asked if I'd left a parcel, and gave them a particular address if it turned up. Well, I knew I hadn't; but when I went away again I did. So, instead of running after me with that valuable parcel, they have sent it flying to a friend of mine in Westminster.”Then he added rather sadly,“I learnt that, too, from a poor fellow in Hartlepool. He used to do it with handbags he stole at railway stations, but he's in a monastery now. Oh, one gets to know, you know,”he added, rubbing his head again with the same sort of desperate apology.“We can't help being priests, people come and tell us these things.”

Flambeau tore the brown-paper parcel out of his inner pocket and rent it in pieces. There was nothing but paper and sticks of lead inside it. He sprang to his feet with a gigantic gesture, and cried,“I don't believe you. I don't believe a bumpkin like you could manage all that. I believe you've still got the stuff on you, and if you don't give it up—why, we're all alone, and I'll take it by force!”

“No,”said Father Brown simply, and stood up also,“you won't take it by force. First, because I really haven't still got it. And, second, because we are not alone.”

Flambeau stopped in his stride forward.

“Behind that tree,”said Father Brown, pointing,“are two strong policemen and the greatest detective alive. How did they come here, do you ask? Why, I brought them, of course! How did I do it? Why, I'll tell you if you like! Lord bless you, we have to know twenty such things when we work among the criminal classes! Well, I wasn't sure you were a thief, and it would never do to make a scandal against one of our own clergy. So I just tested you to see if anything would make you show yourself. A man generally makes a small scene if he finds salt in his coffee; if he doesn't, he has some reason for keeping quiet. I changed the salt and sugar, and you kept quiet. A man generally objects if his bill is three times more big. If he pays it, he has some motive for passing unnoticed. I altered your bill, and you paid it.”

The world seemed waiting for Flambeau to leap like a tiger. But he was held back as by a spell; he was stunned with the utmost curiosity.

“Well,”went on Father Brown, with lumbering lucidity,“as you wouldn't leave any tracks for the police, of course somebody had to. At every place we went to, I took care to do something that would get us talked about for the rest of the day. I didn't do much harm—a splashed wall, spilt apples, a broken window; but I saved the cross, as the cross will always be saved. It is at Westminster by now. I rather wonder you didn't stop it with the Donkey's Whistle.”

“With what?”asked Flambeau.

“I'm glad you've never heard of it,”said the priest, making a face.“It's a foul thing. I'm sure you're too good a man for a Whistler. I couldn't have countered it even with the Spots myself; I'm not strong enough in the legs.”

“What on earth are you talking about?”asked the other.

“Well, I did think you'd know the Spots,”said Father Brown, agreeably surprised.“Oh, you can't have gone so very wrong yet!”

“How in blazes do you know all these horrors?”cried Flambeau.

The shadow of a smile crossed the round, simple face of his clerical opponent.

“Oh, by being a celibate simpleton, I suppose,”he said.“has it never struck you that a man who does next to nothing but hear men's real sins is not likely to be wholly unaware of human evil? But, as a matter of fact, another part of my trade, too, made me sure you weren't a priest.”

“What?”asked the thief, almost gaping.

“You attacked reason,”said Father Brown.“It's bad theology.”

And even as he turned away to collect his property, the three policemen came out from under the twilight trees. Flambeau was an artist and a sportsman. He stepped back and swept Valentin a great bow.

“Do not bow to me, mon ami,”said Valentin with silver clearness.“Let us both bow to our master.”

And they both stood an instant uncovered while the little Essex priest blinked about for his umbrella.
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