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LONG, LONG AGO IN the Incubation Period of Man—long before booking
agents, five-a-days, theatrical boarding houses, subway circuits, and Variety—
when Megatherium roamed the trees, when Broadway was going through its First
Glacial Period, and when the first vaudeville show was planned by the first lop-
eared, low-browed, hairy impresario, it was decreed: “The acrobat shall be first.”

Why the acrobat should be first no one ever explained; but that this was a
dubious honor every one on the bill—including the acrobat—realized only too well.
For it was recognized even then, in the infancy of Show Business, that the first
shall be last in the applause of the audience. And all through the ages, in courts



and courtyards and feeble theatres, it was the acrobat—whether he was called
buffoon, farceur, merry-andrew, tumbler, mountebank, Harlequin, or punchinello—
who was thrown, first among his fellow-mimes, to the lions of entertainment to
whet their appetites for the more luscious feasts to come. So that to this day their
muscular miracles are performed hard on the overture’s last wall shaking blare,
performed with a simple resignation that speaks well for the mildness and
resilience of the whole acrobatic tribe.

Hugo Brinkerhof knew nothing of the whimsical background of his
profession. All he knew was that his father and mother had been acrobats before
him with a traveling show in Germany, that he possessed huge smooth muscles
with sap and spring and strength in them, and that nothing gave him more
satisfaction than the sight of a glittering trapeze. With his trapeze and his Myra,
and the indulgent applause of audiences from Seattle to Okeechobee, he was well
content.

Now Hugo was very proud of Myra, a small wiry handsome woman with the
agility of a cat and something of the cat’s sleepy green eyes. He had met her in the
office of Bregman, the booker, and the sluggish heart under his magnificent chest
had told him that this was his fate and his woman. It was Myra who had renamed
the act “Atlas & Co.” when they had married between the third and fourth shows
in Indianapolis. It was Myra who had fought tooth and nail for better billing. It was
Myra who had conceived and perfected the dazzling pinwheel of their finale. It was
Myra’s shapely little body and Myra’s lithe gyrations on the high trapeze and
Myra’s sleepy smile that had made Atlas & Co. an “acrobatic divertissement
acclaimed from coast to coast,” had earned them a pungent paragraph in Variety,
and had brought them with other topnotchers on the Bregman string to the Big
Circuit.

That every one loved his Myra mighty Brinkerhof, the Atlas, knew with a
swelling of his chest. Who could resist her? There had been that baritone with the
dancing act in Boston, the revue comedian in Newark, the tap-dancer in Buffalo,
the adagio in Washington. Now there were others—Tex Crosby, the Crooning
Cowboy (Songs & Patter); the Great Gordi (successor to Houdini); Sailor Sam, the
low comic. They had all been on the same bill together now for weeks, and they all
loved sleepy-eyed Myra, and big Atlas smiled his indulgent smile and thrilled in
his stupid, stolid way to their admiration. For was not his Myra the finest female
acrobat in the world and the most lovely creature in creation? And now Myra was
dead.

It was Brinkerhof himself, with a gaunt suffering look about him that mild
Spring night, who had given the alarm. It was five o’clock in the morning and his
Myra had not come home to their theatrical boarding-house room on Forty-
seventh Street. He had stayed behind with his wife after the last performance in
the Metropole Theatre at Columbus Circle to try out a new trick. They had
rehearsed and then he had dressed in haste, leaving her in their joint dressing-
room. He had had an appointment with Bregman, the booker, to discuss terms of
a new contract. He had promised to meet her back at their lodgings. But when he
had returned—ach! no Myra. He had hurried back to the theatre; it was locked up
for the night. And all the long night he had waited...



“Prob’ly out bummin’, buddy,” the desk-lieutenant at the West Forty-seventh
Street station had said with a yawn. “Go home and sleep it off.”

But Brinkerhof had been vehement, with many gestures. “She never haf this
done before. I haf telephoned it the theatre, too, but there iss no answer. Captain,
find her, please!”

“These heinies,” sighed the lieutenant to a lounging detective. “All right, Baldy,
see what you can do. If she’s piffed in a joint somewhere, give this big hunk a clout
on the jaw.”

So Baldy and the pale giant had gone to see what they could do, and they had
found the Metropole Theatre locked, as Brinkerhof had said, and it was almost six
in the morning and dawn was coming up across the Park and Baldy had dragged
Brinkerhof into an all-night restaurant for a mug of coffee. And they had waited
around the theatre until seven, when old Perk the stage-door man and timer had
come in, and he had opened the theatre for them, and they had gone back-stage to
the dressing-room of Atlas & Co. and found Myra hanging from one of the
sprinkler-pipes with a dirty old rope, thick as a hawser, around her pretty neck.

And Atlas had sat down like the dumb hunk he was and put his shaggy head
between his hands and stared at the hanging body of his wife with the silent grief
of some Norse god crushed to earth.

When Mr. Ellery Queen pushed through the chattering crowd of
reporters and detectives backstage and convinced Sergeant Velie through the door
of the dressing-room that he was indeed who he was, he found his father the
Inspector holding court in the stuffy little room before a gang of nervous theatrical
people. It was only nine o’clock and Ellery was grumbling through his teeth at the
unconscionable inconsiderateness of murderers. But neither the burly Sergeant
nor little Inspector Queen was impressed with his grumblings to the point of
lending ear; and indeed the grumblings ceased after he had taken one swift look at
what still hung from the sprinkler-pipe.

Brinkerhof sat red-eyed and huge and collapsed in the chair before his wife’s
dressing-table. “I haf told you everything,” he muttered. “We rehearsed the new
trick. It was then an appointment with Mr. Bregman. I went.” A fat hard-eyed
man, Bregman the broker, nodded curtly. “Undt that’s all. Who—why—I do not
know.”

In a bass sotto voce Sergeant Velie recited the sparse facts. Ellery took another
look at the dead woman. Her stiff muscles of thigh and leg bulged in rigor mortis
beneath the tough thin silk of her flesh tights. Her green eyes were widely open.
And she swayed a little in a faint dance of death. Ellery looked away and at the
people.

Baldy the precinct man was there, flushed with his sudden popularity with the
newspaper boys. A tall thin man who looked like Gary Cooper rolled a cigaret
beside Bregman—Tex Crosby, the cowboy-crooner; and he leaned against the
grime-smeared wall and eyed the Great Gordi—in person—with flinty dislike.
Gordi had a hawk’s beak and sleek black mustachios and long olive fingers and
black eyes; and he said nothing. Little Sam, the comedian, had purple pouches
under his tired eyes and he looked badly in need of a drink. But Joe Kelly, the



house-manager, did not, for he smelled like a brewery and kept mumbling
something drunken and obscene beneath his breath.

“How long you been married, Brinkerhof?” growled the Inspector.

“Two years. Ja. In Indianapolis that was, Herr Inspector.”

“Was she ever married before?”

“Nein.”

“You?”

“Nein.”

“Did she or you have any enemies?”

“Gott, neinl”

“Happy, were you?”

“Like two doves we was,” muttered Brinkerhof.

Ellery strolled over to the corpse and stared up. Her ropy-veined wrists were
jammed behind her back, bound with a filthy rouge-stained towel, as were her
ankles. Her feet dangled a yard from the floor. A battered stepladder leaned
against one of the walls, folded up; a man standing upon it, he mused, could
easily have reached the sprinkler-pipe, flung the rope over it, and hauled up the
light body.

“The stepladder was found against the wall there?” he murmured to the
Sergeant, who had come up behind him and was staring with interest at the dead
woman.

“Yep. It’s always kept out near the switchboard light panel.

“No suicide, then,” said Ellery. “At least that’s something.”

“Nice figger, ain’t she?” said the Sergeant admiringly.

“Velie, you’re a ghoul... This is a pretty problem.”

The dirty rope seemed to fascinate him. It had been wound tightly about the
woman’s throat twice, in parallel strands, and concealed her flesh like the iron
necklace of a Ubangi woman. A huge knot had been fashioned beneath her right
ear, and another knot held the rope to the pipe above.

“Where does this rope come from?” he said abruptly.

“From around an old trunk we found backstage, Mr. Queen. Trunk’s been here
for years. In the prop-room. Nothin’ in it; some trouper left it. Want to see it?”

“I'll take your word for it, Sergeant. Property room, eh?” He sauntered back to
the door to look the people over again.

Brinkerhof was mumbling something about how happy he and Myra had been,
and what he would do to the verdammte Teufel who had wrung his pretty Myra’s
neck. His huge hands opened and closed convulsively. “Joost like a flower she
was,” he said. “Joost like a flower.”

“Nuts,” snapped Joe Kelly, the house-manager, weaving on his feet like a
punch-drunk fighter. “She was a floozy, Inspector. You ask me,” and he leered at
Inspector Queen.

“Floo-zie?” said Brinkerhof with difficulty, getting to his feet. “What iss that?”

Sam, the comic, blinked his puffy little eyes rapidly and said in a hoarse voice:
“You’re crazy, Kelly, crazy. Wha’d’ye want to say that for? He’s pickled, Chief.”

“Pickled, am I?” screamed Kelly, livid. “Aw right, you as’ him, then!” and he
pointed a wavering finger at the tall thin man. “What is this?” crooned the



Inspector, his eyes bright. “Get together, gentlemen. You mean, Kelly, that Mrs.
Brinkerhof was playing around with Crosby here?”

Brinkerhof made a sound like a baffled gorilla and lunged forward. His long
arms were curved flails and he made for the cowboy’s throat with the unswervable
fury of an animal. Sergeant Velie grabbed his wrist and twisted it up behind the
vast back, and Baldy jumped in and clung to the giant’s other arm. He swayed
there, struggling and never taking his eyes from the tall thin man, who had not
stirred but who had gone very pale.

“Take him away,” snapped the Inspector to Sergeant Velie. “Turn him over to a
couple of the boys and keep him outside till he calms down.” They hustled the
hoarsely breathing acrobat out of the room. “Now, Crosby, spill it.”

“Nothin’ to spill,” drawled the cowboy, but his drawl was a little breathless and
his eyes were narrowed to wary slits. “I'm Texas an’ I don’t scare easy, Mister Cop.
He’s just a squarehead. An’ as for that pie-eyed sawback over there”—he stared
malevolently at Kelly—“he better learn to keep his trap shut.”

“He’s been two-timin’ the hunk!” screeched Kelly. “Don’t b’lieve him, Chief! That
sassy little tramp got what was comin’ to her, I tell y’! She’s been pullin’ the wool
over the hunk’s eyes all the way from Chi to Beantown!”

“You've said enough,” said the Great Gordi quietly. “Can’t you see the man’s
drunk, Inspector, and not responsible? Myra was—companionable. She may have
taken a drink or two with Crosby or myself on the sly once or twice—Brinkerhof
didn’t like her to, so she never drank in front of him—but that’s all.”

“Just friendly, hey?” murmured the Inspector. “Well, who’s lying? If you know
anything solid, Kelly, come out with it.”

“l know what I know,” sneered the manager. “An’ when it comes to that, Chief,
the Great Gordi could tell you somethin’ about the little bum. Ought to be able to!
He swiped her from Crosby only a couple o’ weeks ago.”

“Quiet, both of you,” snapped the old gentleman as the Texan and the dark
mustachioed man stirred. “And how could you know that, Kelly?”

The dead woman swayed faintly, dancing her noiseless dance.

“l heard Tex there bawl Gordi out only the other day,” said Kelly thickly, “for
makin’ the snatch. An’ [ saw Gordi grapplin’ with her in the wings on’y yest’day.
How’s ’at? Reg’lar wrestler, Gordi. Can he clinch!”

Nobody said anything. The tall Texan’s fingers whitened as he glared at the
drunken man, and Gordi the magician did nothing at all but breathe. Then the
door opened and two men came in—Dr. Prouty, Assistant Medical Examiner, and
a big shambling man with a seared face.

Everybody relaxed. The Inspector said: “High time, Doc. Don’t touch her,
though, till Bradford can take a look at that knot up there. Go on, Braddy; on the
pipe. Use the ladder.”

The shambling man took the stepladder and set it up and climbed beside the
dangling body and looked at the knot behind the woman’s ear and the knot at the
top of the pipe. Dr. Prouty pinched the woman’s legs.

Ellery sighed and began to prowl. Nobody paid any attention to him; they
were all pallidly intent upon the two men near the body.



Something disturbed him; he did not know what, could not put his finger
precisely upon the root of the disturbance. Perhaps it was a feeling in the air, an
aura of tension about the silent dangling woman in tights. But it made him
restless. He had the feeling...

He found the loaded revolver in the top drawer of the woman’s dressing-table—a
shiny little pearl-handled .22 with the initials MB on the butt. And his eyes
narrowed and he glanced at his father, and his father nodded. So he prowled some
more. And then he stopped short, his gray eyes suspicious.

On the rickety wooden table in the center of the room lay a long sharp nickel-
plated letter-opener among a clutter of odds and ends. He picked it up carefully
and squinted along its glittering length in the light. But there was no sign of blood.

He put it down and continued to prowl.

And the very next thing he noticed was the cheap battered gas-burner on the
floor at the other side of the room. Its pipe fitted snugly over a gas outlet in the
wall, but the gas-tap had been turned off. He felt the little burner; it was stone-
cold.

So he went to the closet with the oddest feeling of inevitability. And sure
enough, just inside the open door of the closet lay a wooden box full of carpenter’s
tools, with a heavy steel hammer prominently on top. There was a mess of
shavings on the floor near the box, and the edge of the closet-door was unpainted
and virgin-fresh from a plane.

His eyes were very sharp now, and deeply concerned. He went quickly to the
Inspector’s side and murmured: “The revolver. The woman’s?”

“Yes.”

“Recent acquisition?”

“No. Brinkerhof bought it for her soon after they were married. For protection,
he said.”

“Poor protection, I should say,” shrugged Ellery, glancing at the Headquarters
men. The shambling red-faced man had just lumbered off the ladder with an
expression of immense surprise. Sergeant Velie, who had returned, was mounting
the ladder with a pen-knife clutched in his big fingers. Dr. Prouty waited
expectantly below. The Sergeant began sawing at the rope tied to the sprinkler-
pipe.

“What’s that box of tools doing in the closet?” continued Ellery, without
removing his gaze from the dead woman.

“Stage carpenter was in here yesterday fixing the door—it had warped or
something. Union rules are strict, so he quit the job unfinished. What of it?”

“Everything,” said Ellery, “of it.” The Great Gordi was quietly watching his
mouth; Ellery seemed not to notice. The little comedian, Sam, was shrunken in a
corner, eyes popping at the Sergeant. And the Texan was smoking without
enjoyment, not looking at any one or anything. “Simply everything. It’s one of the
most remarkable things I've ever run across.”

The Inspector looked bewildered. “But, El, for cripe’s sake—remarkable? I don’t
see—"

“You should,” said Ellery impatiently. “A child should. And yet it’s astounding,
when you come to think of it. Here’s a room with four dandy weapons in it—a
loaded revolver, a letter-cutter, a gas-burner, and a hammer. And yet the
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murderer deliberately trussed the woman with the towels, deliberately left this
room, deliberately crossed the stage to the property room, unwound that rusty old
rope from a worthless trunk discarded years ago by some nameless actor, carried
the rope and the ladder from beside the switchboard back to this room, used the
ladder to sling the rope over the pipe and fasten the knot, and strung the woman
up.”

“Well, but—"

“Well, but why?” cried Ellery. “Why? Why did the murderer ignore the four
simple, easy, handy methods of murder here—shooting, stabbing, asphyxiation,
bludgeoning—and go to all that extra trouble to hang her?”

Dr. Prouty was kneeling beside the dead woman, whom the Sergeant had
deposited with a thump on the dirty floor.

The red-faced man shambled over and said: “It’s got me, Inspector.”

“What’s got you?” snapped Inspector Queen.

“This knot.” His thick red fingers held a length of knotted rope. “The one behind
her ear is just ordinary; even clumsy for the job of breakin’ her neck.” He shook
his head. “But this one, the one that was tied around the pipe—well, sir, it’s got
me.”

“An unfamiliar knot?” said Ellery slowly, puzzling over its complicated
convolutions.

“New to me, Mr. Queen. All the years I been expertin’ on knots for the
Department I never seen one like that. Ain’t a sailor’s knot, I can tell you that; and
it ain’t Western.”

“Might be the work of an amateur,” muttered the Inspector, pulling the rope
through his fingers. “A knot that just happened.”

The expert shook his head. “No, sir, I wouldn’t say that at all. It’s some kind of
variation. Not an accident. Whoever tied that knew his knots.”

Bradford shambled off and Dr. Prouty looked up from his work. “Hell, I can’t do
anything here,” he snapped. “Ill have to take this body over to the Morgue and
work on it there. The boys are waiting outside.”

“When’d she kick off, Doc?” demanded the Inspector, frowning.

“About midnight last night. Can’t tell closer than that. She died, of course, of
suffocation.”

“Well, give us a report. Probably nothing, but it never hurts. Thomas, get that
doorman in here.”

When Dr. Prouty and the Morgue men had gone with the body and Sergeant
Velie had hauled in old Perk, the stagedoor man and watchman, the Inspector
growled: “What time’d you lock up last night, Mister?”

Old Perk was hoarse with nervousness. “Honest t’ Gawd, Inspector, I didn’t
mean nothin’ by it. On’y Mr. Kelly here’d fire me if he knew. I was that sleepy—"

“What’s this?” said the Inspector softly.

“Myra told me after the last show last night she an’ Atlas were gonna rehearse a
new stunt. I didn’t wanna wait aroun’, y’see,” the old man whined, “so seein’ as
nob’dy else was in the house that late, the cleanin’ women gone an’ all, I locked up
everything but the stage door an’ I say to Myra an’ Atlas, I says: ‘When ye leave,
folks,’ I says, §jest slam the stage door.” An’ I went home.”



“Rats,” said the Inspector irritably. “Now we’ll never know who could have come
in and who didn’t. Anybody could have sneaked back without being seen or waited
around in hiding until—” He bit his lip. “You men there, where’d you all go after
the show last night?”

The three actors started simultaneously. It was the Great Gordi who spoke first,
in his soft smooth voice that was now uneasy. “l went directly to my rooming
house and to bed.”

“Anybody see you come in? You live in the same hole as Brinkerhof?”

The magician shrugged, “No one saw me. Yes, [ do.”

“You, Texas?”

The cowboy drawled: “I moseyed round to a speak somewhere an’ got drunk.”

“What speak?”

“Dunno. I was primed. Woke up in my room this mornin’ with a head.”

“You boys sure are in a tough spot,” said the Inspector sarcastically. “Can’t even
fix good alibis for yourself. Well, how about you, Mr. Comedian?”

The comic said eagerly: “Oh, I can prove where I was, Inspector. I went around
to a joint I know an’ can get twenny people to swear to it.”

“What time?”

“Round midnight.”

The Inspector snorted and said: “Beat it. But hang around. I'll be wanting you
boys, maybe. Take ’em away, Thomas, before I lose my temper.”

Long, long ago—when, it will be recalled, Megatherium roamed the
trees—the same lop-eared impresario who said: “The acrobat shall be first,” also
laid down the dictum that: “The show must go on,” and for as little reason.
Accidents might happen, the juvenile might run off with the female lion-tamer, the
ingénue might be howling drunk, the lady in the fifth row, right, might have
chosen the theatre to be the scene of her monthly attack of epilepsy, fire might
break out in Dressing Room A, but the show must go on. Not even a rare juicy
homicide may annul the sacred dictum. The show must go on despite hell, high
water, drunken managers named Kelly, and The Fantastic Affair of the Hanging
Acrobat.

So it was not strange that when the Metropole began to fill with its dribble of
early patrons there was no sign that a woman had been slain the night before
within its gaudy walls and that police and detectives roved its backstage with
suspicious, if baffled, eyes.

The murder was just an incident to Show Business. It would rate two columns
in Variety.

Inspector Richard Queen chafed in the hard seat in the fifteenth row while
Ellery sat beside him sunk in thought. Stranger than everything had been Ellery’s
insistence that they remain to witness the performance. There was a motion
picture to sit through—a film which, bitterly, the Inspector pointed out he had
seen—a newsreel, an animated cartoon...

It was while “Coming Attractions” were flitting over the screen that Ellery rose
and said: “Let’s go backstage. There’s something—” He did not finish.

They passed behind the dusty boxes on the right and went backstage through
the iron door guarded by a uniformed officer. The vast bare reaches of the stage



and wings were oppressed with an unusual silence. Manager Kelly, rather the
worse for wear, sat on a broken chair near the light panel and gnawed his
unsteady fingers. None of the vaudeville actors was in evidence.

“Kelly,” said Ellery abruptly, “is there anything like a pair of field glasses in the
house?”

The Irishman gaped. “What the hell would you be wantin’ them for?”

“Please.”

Kelly fingered a passing stagehand, who vanished and reappeared shortly with
the desired binoculars. The Inspector grunted: “So what?”

Ellery adjusted them to his eyes. “I don’t know,” he said, shrugging. “It’s just a
hunch.”

There was a burst of music from the pit: the Overture.

“Poet and Peasant,” snarled the Inspector. “Don’t they ever get anything new?”

But Ellery said nothing. He merely waited, binoculars ready, eyes fixed on the
now footlighted stage. And it was only when the last blare had died away, and
grudging splatters of applause came from the orchestra, and the announcement
cards read: “Atlas & Co.”, that the Inspector lost something of his irritability and
even became interested. For when the curtains slithered up there was Atlas
himself, bowing and smiling, his immense body impressive in flesh tights; and
there beside him stood a tall smiling woman with golden hair and at least one
golden tooth which flashed in the footlights. And she too wore flesh tights. For
Brinkerhof with the mildness and resilience of all acrobats had insisted on taking
his regular turn, and Bregman the booker had sent him another partner, and the
two strangers had spent an hour rehearsing their intimate embraces and clutches
and swingings and nuzzlings before the first performance. The show must go on.

Atlas and the golden woman went through an intricate series of tumbles and
equilibristic maneuvers. The orchestra played brassy music. Trapezes dived
stageward. Simple swings. Somersaults in the air. The drummer rolled and
smashed his cymbal.

Ellery made no move to use the binoculars. He and the Inspector and Kelly
stood in the wings, and none of them said anything, although Kelly was breathing
hard like a man who has just come out of deep water for air. A queer little figure
materialized beside them; Ellery turned his head slowly. But it was only Sailor
Sam, the low comic, rigged out in a naval uniform three sizes too large for his
skinny little frame, his face daubed liberally with greasepaint. He kept watching
Atlas & Co. without expression.

“Good, ain’t he?” he said at last in a small voice.

No one replied. But Ellery turned to the manager and whispered: “Kelly, keep
your eyes open for—” and his voice sank so low neither the comedian nor
Inspector Queen could hear what he said. Kelly looked puzzled; his bloodshot eyes
opened a little wider; but he nodded and swallowed, riveting his gaze upon the
whirling figures on the stage.

And when it was all over and the orchestra was executing the usual crescendo
sustenuto and Atlas was bowing and smiling and the woman was curtseying and
showing her gold tooth and the curtain dropped swiftly, Ellery glanced at Kelly.
But Kelly shook his head.



The announcement cards changed. “Sailor Sam.” There was a burst of fresh fast
music, and the little man in the oversize naval uniform grinned three times, as if
trying it out, drew a deep breath, and scuttled out upon the stage to sprawl full-
length with his gnomish face jutting over the footlights to the accompaniment of
surprised laughter from the darkness below.

They watched from the wings, silent.

The comedian had a clever routine. Not only was he a travesty upon all
sailormen, but he was a travesty upon all sailormen in their cups. He drooled and
staggered and was silent and then chattered suddenly, and he described a
mythical voyage and fell all over himself climbing an imaginary mast and fell silent
again to go into a pantomime that rocked the house.

The Inspector said grudgingly: “Why, he’s as good as Jimmy Barton any day,
with that drunk routine of his.”

“Just a slob,” said Kelly out of the corner of his mouth.

Sailor Sam made his exit by the complicated expedient of swimming off the
stage. He stood in the wings, panting, his face streaming perspiration. He ran out
for a bow. They thundered for more. He vanished. He reappeared. He vanished
again. There was a stubborn look on his pixie face.

“Sam!” hissed Kelly. “F’r cripe’s sake, Sam, give ’'em ’at encore rope number. F’r
cripe’s sake, Sam—”

“Rope number?” said Ellery quietly.

The comedian licked his lips. Then his shoulders drooped and he slithered out
onto the stage again. There was a shout of laughter and the house quieted at once.
Sam scrambled to his feet, weaving and blinking blearily.

“Hoy there!” he howled suddenly. “Gimme rope!”

A papier-mdché cigar three feet long dropped to the stage from the opposite
wings. Laughter. “Naw! Rope! Rope!” the little man screamed, dancing up and
down.

A blackish rope snaked down from the flies. Miraculously it coiled over his
scrawny shoulders. He struggled with it. He scrambled after its tarred ends. He
executed fantastic flying leaps. And always the tarred ends eluded him, and
constantly he became more and more enmeshed in the black coils as he wrestled
with the rope.

The gallery broke down. The man was funny; even Kelly’s dour face lightened,
and the Inspector was frankly grinning. Then it was over and two stagehands
darted out of the wings and pulled the comedian off the stage, now a helpless
bundle trussed in rope. His face under the paint was chalk-white. He extricated
himself easily enough from the coils.

“Good boy,” chuckled the Inspector. “That was fine!”

Sam muttered something and trudged away to his dressing-room. The black
rope lay where it had fallen. Ellery glanced at it once, and then turned his
attention back to the stage. The music had changed. A startlingly beautiful tenor
voice rang through the theatre. The orchestra was playing softly Home on the
Range. The curtain rose on Tex Crosby.

The tall thin man was dressed in gaudiest stage-cowboy costume. And yet he
wore it with an air of authority. The pearl-butted six-shooters protruding from his



holsters did not seem out of place. His big white sombrero shaded a gaunt
Western face. His legs were a little bowed. The man was real.

He sang Western songs, told a few funny stories in his soft Texan drawl, and all
the while his long-fingered hands were busy with a lariat. He made the lariat live.
From the moment the curtain rose upon his lanky figure the lariat was in motion,
and it did not subside through the jokes; the patter, even the final song, which
was inevitably The Last Round-Up.

“Tinhorn Will Rogers,” sneered Kelly, blinking his bloodshot eyes.

For the first time Ellery raised the binoculars. When the Texan had taken his
last bow Ellery glanced inquiringly at the manager. Kelly shook his head.

The Great Gordi made his entrance in a clap of thunder, a flash of lightning,
and a black Satanic cloak, faced with red. There was something impressive about
his very charlatanism. His black eyes glittered and his mustache-points quivered
above his lips and his beak jutted like an eagle’s; and meanwhile neither his
hands nor his mouth kept still.

The magician had a smooth effortless patter which kept his audience amused
and diverted their attention from the fluent mysteries of his hands. There was
nothing startling in his routine, but it was a polished performance that fascinated.
He performed seeming miracles with cards. His sleight-of-hand with coins and
handkerchiefs was, to the layman, amazing. His evening clothes apparently
concealed scores of wonders.

They watched with a mounting tension while he went through his bag of tricks.
For the first time Ellery noticed, with a faint start, that Brinkerhof, still in tights,
was crouched in the opposite wings. The big man’s eyes were fixed upon the
magician’s face. They ignored the flashing fingers, the swift movements of the
black-clad body. Only the face... In Brinkerhof’s eyes was neither rage nor venom,;
just watchfulness. What was the matter with the man? Ellery reflected that it was
just as well that Gordi was unconscious of the acrobat’s scrutiny; those subtle
hands might not operate so fluidly.

Despite the tension the magician’s act seemed interminable. There were tricks
with odd-looking pieces of apparatus manipulated from backstage by assistants.
The house was with him, completely in his grasp.

“Good show,” said the Inspector in a surprised voice. “This is darned good
vaudeville.”

“It’ll get by,” muttered Kelly. There was something queer on his face. He too was
watching intently.

And suddenly something went wrong on the stage. The orchestra seemed
bewildered. Gordi had concluded a trick, bowed, and stepped into the wings near
the watching men. Not even the curtain was prepared. The orchestra had swung
into another piece. The conductor’s head was jerking from side to side in a
panicky, inquiring manner.

“What’s the matter?” demanded the Inspector.

Kelly snarled: “He’s left out his last trick. Good hunch, Mr. Queen... Hey, ham
he growled to the magician, “finish your act, damn you! While they’re still
clappin’”

Gordi was very pale. He did not turn; they could see only his left cheek and the
rigidity of his back. Nor did he reply. Instead, with all the reluctance of a tyro, he
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slowly stepped back onto the stage. From the other side Brinkerhof watched. And
this time Gordi, with a convulsive start, saw him.

“What’s coming off here?” said the Inspector softly, as alert as a wren.

Ellery swung the glasses to his eyes.

A trapeze hurtled stageward from the flies—a simple steel bar suspended from
two slender strands. A smooth yellow rope, very new in appearance, accompanied
it from above, falling to the stage.

The magician worked very, very, painfully slowly. The house was silent. Even
the music had stopped.

Gordi grasped the rope and did something with it; his back concealed what he
was doing; then he swung about and held up his left hand. Tied with an enormous
and complicated knot to his left wrist was the end of the yellow rope. He picked up
the other end and leaped a little, securing the trapeze. At the level of his chest he
steadied it and turned again so that he concealed what he was doing, and when he
swung about once more they saw that the rope’s other end was now knotted in the
same way about the steel bar of the trapeze. He raised his right hand in signal and
the drummer began a long roll.

Instantly the trapeze began to rise, and they saw that the rope was only four
feet long. As the bar rose, Gordi’s lithe body rose with it, suspended from the bar
by the full length of the rope attached to his wrist. The trapeze came to a stop
when the magician’s feet were two yards from the stage.

Ellery squinted carefully through the powerful lenses. Across the stage
Brinkerhof crouched.

Gordi now began to squirm and kick and jump in the air, indicating in
pantomime that he was securely tied to the trapeze and that not even the heavy
weight of his suspended body could undo the knots; in fact, was tightening them.

“It’s a good trick,” muttered Kelly. “In a second a special drop’ll come down, an’
in eight seconds it’ll go up again and there he’ll be on the stage, with the rope on
the floor.”

Gordi cried in a muffled voice: “Ready!”

But at the same instant Ellery said to Kelly: “Quick! Drop the curtain! This
instant. Signal those men in the flies, Kelly!”

Kelly leaped into action. He shouted something unintelligible and after a second
of hesitation the main curtain dropped. The house was dumb with astonishment;
they thought it was part of the trick. Gordi began to struggle frantically, reaching
up the trapeze with his free hand.

“Lower that trapeze!” roared Ellery on the cut-off stage now, waving his arms at
the staring men above. “Lower it! Gordi, don’t move!”

The trapeze came down with a thud. Gordi sprawled on the stage, his mouth
working. Ellery leaped upon him, an open blade in hand. He cut quickly, savagely,
at the rope. It parted, its torn end dangling from the trapeze.

“You may get up now,” said Ellery, panting a little. “It’s the knot I wanted to see,
Signor Gordi.”

They crowded around Ellery and the fallen man, who seemed incapable of
rising. He sat on the stage, his mouth still working, naked fear in his eyes.
Brinkerhof was there, his muscular biceps rigid. Crosby, Sailor Sam, Sergeant
Velie, Kelly, Bregman...



The Inspector stared at the knot on the trapeze. Then he slowly took from his
pocket a short length of the dirty old rope which had hanged Myra Brinkerhof. The
knot was there. He placed it beside the knot on the trapeze.

They were identical.

“Well, Gordi,” said the Inspector wearily, “I guess it’s all up with you. Get up,
man. I’'m holding you for murder, and anything you say—"

Without a sound Brinkerhof, the mighty Atlas, sprang upon the man on the
floor, big hands on Gordi’s throat. It took the combined efforts of the Texan,
Sergeant Velie, and Manager Kelly to tear the acrobat off.

Gordi gasped, holding his throat: “I didn’t do it, I tell you! I'm innocent! Yes, we
had—we lived together. I loved her. But why should I kill her? I didn’t do it. For
God’s sake—~

“Schwein,” growled Atlas, his chest heaving.

Sergeant Velie tugged at Gordi’s collar. “Come on, come on there...”

Ellery drawled: “Very pretty. My apologies, Mr. Gordi. Of course you didn’t do
it.”

A shocked silence fell. From behind the heavy curtain voices—loud voices—
came. The feature picture had been flashed on the screen.

“Didn’t—do—it?” muttered Brinkerhof.

“But the knots, El,” began the Inspector in a bewildered voice.

“Precisely. The knots.” In defiance of fire regulations Ellery lit a cigaret and
puffed thoughtfully. “The hanging of Myra Brinkerhof has bothered me from the
beginning. Why was she hanged? In preference to one of four other methods of
committing murder which were simpler, more expedient, easier of
accomplishment, and offered no extra work, as hanging did? The point is that if
the murderer chose the hard way, the complicated way, the roundabout way of
killing her, then he chose that way deliberately.”

Gordi was staring with his mouth open. Kelly was ashen pale.

“But why,” murmured Ellery, “did he choose hanging deliberately? Obviously,
because hanging offered the murderer some peculiar advantage not offered by any
of the other four methods. Well, what advantage could hanging conceivably offer
that shooting, stabbing, gassing, or hammering to death could not? To put it
another way, what is characteristic of hanging that is not characteristic of
shooting and the rest? Only one thing. The use of a rope.”

“Well, but I still don’t see—”" frowned the Inspector.

“Oh, it’s clear enough, dad. There’s something about the rope that made the
murderer use it in preference to the other methods. But what’s the outstanding
significance of this particular rope—the rope used to hang Myra Brinkerhof? Its
knot—its peculiar knot, so peculiar that not even the Department’s expert could
identify it. In other words, the use of that knot was like the leaving of a fingerprint.
Whose knot is it? Gordi’s, the magician’s—and, I suspect, his exclusively.”

“l can’t understand it,” cried Gordi. “Nobody knew my knot. It’s one I developed
myself—” Then he bit his lip and fell silent.

“Exactly the point. I realize that stage-magicians have developed knot-making to
a remarkable degree. Wasn’t it Houdini who—?”

“The Davenport brothers, too,” muttered the magician. “My knot is a variation
on one of their creations.”



“Quite so,” drawled Ellery. “So I say, had Mr. Gordi wanted to kill Myra
Brinkerhof, would he have deliberately chosen the single method that incriminated
him, and him alone? Certainly not if he were reasonably intelligent. Did he tie his
distinctive knot, then, from sheer habit, subconsciously? Conceivable, but then
why had he chosen hanging in the first place, when those four easier methods
were nearer to his hand?” Ellery slapped the magician’s back. “So, I say—our
apologies, Gordi. The answer is very patently that you’re being framed by some one
who deliberately chose the hanging-plus-knot method to implicate you in a crime
you’re innocent of.”

“But he says nobody else knew his confounded knot,” growled the Inspector. “If
what you say is true, El, somebody must have learned it on the sly.”

“Very plausible,” murmured Ellery. “Any suggestions, Signor?”

The magician got slowly to his feet, brushing his dress-suit off. Brinkerhof
gaped stupidly at him, at Ellery.

“l don’t know,” said Gordi, very pale. “I thought no one knew. Not even my
technical assistants. But then we've all been travelling on the same bill for weeks.
I suppose if some one wanted to...”

“I see,” said Ellery thoughtfully. “So there’s a dead end, eh?”

“Dead beginning,” snapped his father. “And thanks, my son, for the assistance.
You’re a help!”

“I tell you very frankly,” said Ellery the next day in his father’s office, “I don’t
know what it’s all about. The only thing I'm sure of is Gordi’s innocence. The
murderer knew very well that somebody would notice the unusual knot Gordi uses
in his rope-escape illusion. As for motive—"

“Listen,” snarled the Inspector, thoroughly out of temper, “I can see through
glass the same way you can. They all had motive. Crosby kicked over by the dame,
Gordi... Did you know that this little comedian was sniffin’ around Myra’s skirts
the last couple of weeks? Trying his darnedest to make her. And Kelly’s had
monkey business with her, too, on a former appearance at the Metropole.”

“Don’t doubt it,” said Ellery sombrely. “The call of the flesh. She was an alluring
little trick, at that. Real old Boccaccio melodrama, with the stupid husband
playing cuckold—"

The door opened and Dr. Prouty, Assistant Medical Examiner, stumped in
looking annoyed. He dropped into a chair and clumped his feet on the Inspector’s
desk. “Guess what?” he said.

“I'm a rotten guesser,” said the old gentleman sourly.

“Little surprise for you gentlemen. For me, too. The woman wasn’t hanged.”

“What!” cried the Queens, together.

“Fact. She was dead when she was swung up.” Dr. Prouty squinted at his
ragged cigar.

“Well, I'll be eternally damned,” said Ellery softly. He sprang from his chair and
shook the physician’s shoulder. “Prouty, for heaven’s sake, don’t look so smug!
What killed her? Gun, gas, knife, poison—”"

“Fingers.”

“Fingers?”

Dr. Prouty shrugged. “No question about it. When I took that dirty hemp off her
lovely neck I found the distinct marks of fingers on the skin. It was a tight rope,



and all that, but there were the marks, gentlemen. She was choked to death by a
man’s hands and then strung up—why, I don’t know.”

“Well,” said Ellery. “Well,” he said again, and straightened. “Very interesting. I
begin to scent the proverbial rodent. Tell us more, good leech.”

“Certainly is queer,” muttered the Inspector, sucking his mustache.

“Something even queerer,” drawled Dr. Prouty. “You boys have seen choked
stiffs plenty. What’s the characteristic of the fingermarks?”

Ellery was watching him intently. “Characteristic?” He frowned. “Don’t know
what you mean—Oh!” His gray eyes glittered. “Don’t tell me... The usual marks
point upward, thumbs toward the chin.”

“Smart lad. Well, these marks don’t. They all point downward.”

Ellery stared for a long moment. Then he seized Dr. Prouty’s limp hand and
shook it violently. “Eureka! Prouty, old sock, youre the answer to a logician’s
prayer! Dad, come on!”

“What is this?” scowled the Inspector. “You’re too fast for me. Come where?”

“To the Metropole. Urgent affairs. If my watch is honest,” Ellery said quickly,
“we’re just in time to witness another performance. And I'll show you why our
friend the murderer not only didn’t shoot, stab, asphyxiate, or hammer little Myra
into Kingdom Come, but didn’t hang her either!”

Ellery’s watch, however, was dishonest. When they reached the metropole it was
noon, and the feature picture was still showing. They hurried backstage in search
of Kelly.

“Kelly or this old man they call Perk, the caretaker,” Ellery murmured, hurrying
his father down the dark side-aisle. “Just one question...”

A patrolman let them through. They found backstage deserted except for
Brinkerhof and his new partner, who were stolidly rehearsing what was apparently
a new trick. The trapeze was down and the big man was hanging from it by his
powerful legs, a rubber bit in his mouth. Below him, twirling like a top, spun the
tall blonde, the other end of the bit in her mouth.

Kelly appeared from somewhere and Ellery said: “Oh, Kelly. Are all the others
in?”

Kelly was drunk again. He wobbled and said vaguely: “Oh, sure. Sure.”

“Gather the clans in Myra’s dressing-room. We've still a little time. Question’s
unnecessary, dad. I should have known without—"

The Inspector threw up his hands.

Kelly scratched his chin and staggered off. “Hey, Atlash,” he called wearily.
“Stop Atlash-ing an’ come on.” He swayed off toward the dressing-rooms.

“But, El,” groaned the Inspector, “I don’t understand—"

“It’s perfectly childish in its simplicity,” said Ellery, “now that I've seen what I
suspected was the case. Come along, sire; don’t crab the act.”

When they were assembled in the dead woman’s cubbyhole Ellery leaned
against the dressing-table, looked at the sprinkler-pipe, and said: “One of you
might as well own up... you see, I know who killed the little—er—lady.”

“You know that?” said Brinkerhof hoarsely. “Who is—” He stopped and glared at
the others, his stupid eyes roving.

But no one else said anything.



Ellery sighed. “Very well, then, you force me to wax eloquent, even reminiscent.
Yesterday I posed the question: Why should Myra Brinkerhof have been hanged in
preference to one of four handier methods? And I said, in demonstrating Mr.
Gordi’s innocence, that the reason was that hanging permitted the use of a rope
and consequently of Gordi’s identifiable knot.” He brandished his forefinger. “But [
forgot an additional possibility. If you find a woman with a rope around her neck
who has died of strangulation, you assume it was the rope that strangled her. I
completely overlooked the fact that hanging, in permitting use of a rope, also
accomplishes the important objective of concealing the neck. But why should
Myra’s neck have been concealed? By a rope? Because a rope is not the only way
of strangling a victim, because a victim can be choked to death by fingers, because
choking to death leaves marks on the neck, and because the choker didn’t want
the police to know there were fingermarks on Myra’s neck. He thought that the
tight strands of the rope would not only conceal the fingermarks but would
obliterate them as well—sheer ignorance, of course, since in death such marks are
ineradicable. But that is what he thought, and that primarily is why he chose
hanging for Myra when she was already dead. The leaving of Gordi’s knot to
implicate him was only a secondary reason for the selection of rope.”

“But, El,” cried the Inspector, “that’s nutty. Suppose he did choke the woman to
death. I can’t see that he’d be incriminating himself by leaving fingermarks on her
neck. You can’t match fingermarks—"

“Quite true,” drawled Ellery, “but you can observe that fingermarks are on the
neck the wrong way. For these point, not upward, but downward.”

And still no one said anything, and there was silence for a space in the room
with the heavily breathing men.

“For you see, gentlemen,” continued Ellery sharply, “wWhen Myra was choked she
was choked upside down. But how is this possible? Only if one of two conditions
existed. Either at the time she was choked she was hanging head down above her
murderer, or—”

Brinkerhof said stupidly: “Ja. I did it. Ja. I did it.” He said it over and over, like
a phonograph with its needle grooved.

A woman’s voice from the amplifier said: “But I love you, darling, love you, love
you, love you...”

Brinkerhof’s eyes flamed and he took a short step toward the Great Gordi.
“Yesterday I say to Myra: ‘Myra, tonight we rehearse the new trick.” After the
second show I see Myra undt that schweinhund kissing undt kissing behind the
scenery. I hear them talk. They haf been fooling me. I plan. I will kill her. When we
rehearse. So I kill her.” He buried his face in his hands and began to sob without
sound. It was horrible; and Gordi seemed transfixed with its horror.

And Brinkerhof muttered: “Then I see the marks on her throat. They are upside
down. I know that iss bad. So I take the rope undt I cover up the marks. Then I
hang her, with the schwein’s knot, that she had once told me he had shown to
her—”

He stopped. Gordi said hoarsely, “Good God. I didn’t remember—”

“Take him away,” said the Inspector in a small dry voice to the policeman at the
door.



“It was all so clear,” explained Ellery a little later, over coffee. “Either the woman
was hanging head down above her murderer, or her murderer was hanging head
down above the woman. One squeeze of those powerful paws...” He shivered. “It
had to be an acrobat, you see. And when I remembered that Brinkerhof himself
had said they had been rehearsing a new trick—” He stopped and smoked
thoughtfully.

“Poor guy,” muttered the Inspector. “He’s not a bad sort, just dumb. Well, she
got what was coming to her.”

“Dear, dear,” drawled Ellery. “Philosophy, Inspector? I’'m really not interested in
the moral aspects of crime. I'm more annoyed at this case than anything.”

“Annoyed?” said the Inspector with a sniff. “You look mighty smug to me.”

“Do I? But I really am. I'm annoyed at the shocking unimaginativeness of our
newspaper friends.”

“Well, well,” said the Inspector with a sigh of resignation. “I'll bite. What’s the
gag?”

Ellery grinned. “Not one of the reporters who covered this case saw the perfectly
obvious headline. You see, they forgot that one of the cast is named—of all things,
dear God!—Gordi.”

“Headline?” frowned the Inspector.

“Oh, lord. How could they have escaped casting me in the role of Alexander and
calling this The Affair of the Gordian Knot?”
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