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THE CAT’S MEOW

Welcome to Black Cat Weekly.

If you like some of the series we’ve been publishing, you’re in for a treat this time. We have a new Smith Sisters story by Veronica Leigh, a Sexton Blake story by Hal Meredith, a Johnny Liddell novel by Frank Kane, and a Jules de Grandin story by Seabury Quinn.

I don’t want to slight our non-series contents—it’s quite an all-star lineup, with tales such modern masters as Aeryn Rudell and Vinnie Hansen (courtesy of Acquiring Editors Michael Bracken and Barb Goffman), plus classics by Robert Silverberg & Randall Garrett, Lester del Rey, and Gore Vidal. And, of course, a solve-it-yourself mystery by Hal Charles.

Here’s the complete lineup—

Cover: Ron Miller

Mysteries / Suspense / Adventure:

“A Slice of Life,” by Veronica Leigh [short story, the Smith Sisters series]

“Every Trick in the Book,” by Hal Charles [Solve-It-Yourself Mystery]

“I Wanna Be Your Boyfriend,” by Vinnie Hansen [short story]

“The Clue of the Ash,” by Hal Meredith [short story, Sexton Blake series]

Green Light for Death, by Frank Kane [novel, Johnny Liddell series]

Science Fiction & Fantasy:

“Time On My Hands,” by Aeryn Rudel [Michael Bracken Presents short story]

“The Girl from Bodies, Inc.,” by Robert Silverberg and Randall Garrett [short story]

“Whom the Gods Love,” by Lester del Rey [short story]

“Body and Soul,” by Seabury Quinn [short story, Jules de Grandin series]

Messiah, by Gore Vidal [novel]

Until next time, happy reading!

—John Betancourt

Editor, Black Cat Weekly
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A SLICE OF LIFE,
by Veronica Leigh

January 1919

Providence, Indiana

Minnie Smith tightened the bow on her mask, which was securely tied over her mouth and nose, before entering the empty hospital room. Despite the winter weather, she opened the window to air out the room, ridding it of the stagnant sickness. A bitter breeze swept in, causing her to shiver.

She sniffed, but not too deeply, lest the dreaded Spanish Influenza seep through her mask. A bit of cloth fashioned out of a cast-off apron; it was the only means of protection that she had. The world had experienced outbreaks of sickness in the past, but this Influenza was unlike anything her generation experienced. Just when it was beginning to die down, folks gathered together to celebrate the end of the Great War and it was running now rampant throughout the country. Schools, businesses, churches, movie theaters, and libraries were closed. Stores were left open, to buy provisions.

Minnie fetched the laundry basket she left in the hall and stripped the bed. Using her foot, she nudged the basket outside the door. Next, she got a bucket of lye and water and scrubbed every surface within reach. Afterwards, she retrieved a new set of bedding from the linen closet and was making up the bed when the hall nurse entered the room.

“Is it ready?” Mrs. Grey inquired. She looked proud in her crisp, white uniform. Minnie couldn’t help but envy the nurse’s precise appearance, when she had to make do with an old worn dress that had seen better days.

“Almost.” Minnie spread out the final blanket. The previous patient died the night before and it felt wrong to purge the room of her existence. I don’t want to die! The poor woman had wailed, clinging to her hand, desperate for someone to listen to her. She swore she could still feel the woman’s icy fingers digging into her raw skin. There was no time for sentimentality, not when another poor soul required the room. “Just finishing the bed.”

“Good.” Mrs. Grey smoothed out the wrinkles. When she straightened up, Minnie was stunned to see the nurse not wearing a mask. “We have a new admit. The mayor’s wife.” She touched her cheek and gasped, and snatching the mask out of her apron pocket she tied it over her face. “Sorry, I was alone and just wanted a moment to breathe. Anyway, Mrs. Fields had eaten a hearty meal, and an hour later, she was having abdominal pains.”

“Is it…?” Minnie left the question unfinished, already knowing the answer.

Mrs. Grey nodded. “Unfortunately.” Her eyes were brimming with tears, but no droplets fell. If tending to the ill and working around the Influenza wasn’t enough, this sickness claimed her husband a week ago. “Such a travesty, all of this. The world won’t be the same when it ends.”

“If it ends.” Minnie grumbled under her breath. Thankfully, Mrs. Grey had gone to close the window, or she might have heard.

Every passing day was worse than the previous one. There seemed to be no end in sight. Her greatest fear was bringing it home to her family. More than once she was tempted to quit. But she couldn’t. Her family was dependent on her wages. And while she was just a housekeeper, she felt she was doing something unique and useful during this time that tried the soul.

Mayor Fields chose that moment to wheel his wife in and up to the bed. The poor woman was gray and doubled over, crying out in agony. Too weak to maneuver herself, Minnie and Mrs. Grey both rushed to her, and assisted her into bed. Her whole body shook hard enough that she appeared to be having a fit.

“Oh, Theodora!” Mayor Fields grasped his wife’s shoulder and she flinched.

Minnie left, to give the couple privacy. After all, from the state of the woman, she wasn’t long for this world.

* * * *

Minnie was heading down the hallway, poking her head in random rooms to check on their state of cleanliness. A building this large, it was impossible to keep it tidy. But she and the other housekeepers did their best. She was passing by Mrs. Fields’ room, when the woman cried out. She peered in. The new patient lay prostrate on her bed, tangled in the blankets, clawing at her chest.

Minnie tentatively approached. Her first instinct was to find Mrs. Grey. But the nurse was so worn out from tending to the other patients that if someone needed something simple, she tried to be useful. Everyone had to do their part, and then some, if there was any hope of this Influenza coming to an end. It was a lesson they all learned during the war.

“Please, help me!” Mrs. Fields grabbed her hand, wringing the life out of it. “I’m so thirsty.” She smacked her parched lips together.

Minnie couldn’t say no. She pried off the woman’s fingers and wrapping her arms around the patient, she drew Mrs. Fields into a sitting position. The woman slumped a little, life and strength sapped out of her. But at least she wouldn’t choke.

Minnie took the glass of water from the nightstand and tilting the woman’s head back, she brought the glass to Mrs. Fields’ lips, and kept an eye on the patient as she sipped greedily. Odd. The other patients struck down with the Spanish Influenza weren’t interested in food or drink. They lay there writhing in their own personal hell.

Mrs. Fields pulled her head back, indicating she was finished. “Thank you.” She croaked out.

Minnie returned the glass to the nightstand. “Can I do anything else for you?” Her brow furrowed.

She hadn’t meant to linger, but her hand was still on the woman’s neck. Unlike the others, Mrs. Fields wasn’t feverish. She dared to place her palm on the woman’s forehead and it was cold and clammy. Again, odd. Minnie’s attention was drawn to Mrs. Fields’ chest; she resumed clawing at it. Her breathing was labored, her cheeks hollowing in and out with each pant.

The mayor’s wife had been a pillar of the community. Not entirely friendly, she tended to socialize with those of her own class. The Fields were the first in town, after all. It was sad though, to see the stylish and proud woman disheveled and dying. But it confirmed what she already knew: the Spanish Influenza knew no bounds and was no respecter of lives.

Mrs. Fields’ mouth moved, but no sound came out.

“I’m sorry, I can’t hear you.” Minnie said.

Mrs. Fields reached out, seizing Minnie’s dress sleeve, and dragged her close. “He killed me!” She rasped, flecking spit on Minnie’s ear. “I said ‘no’ and he killed me!”

Minnie disentangled herself, rubbing her ear dry. Did someone try to murder her? She shook her head at how quickly her imagination jumped to the morbid.

“It’s going to be okay—” she began.

“Stop it, I’m dying and he killed me!” Mrs. Fields exclaimed. This time she was loud to be heard.

“What are you doing?” A voice demanded from behind.

Minnie spun around, finding Mayor Fields and Mrs. Grey in the doorway. They both looked annoyed, perhaps that she, a housekeeper, dared to interact with a lady of quality. The one time the Smith ladies associated with Mrs. Fields was when the latter hosted a Christian Ladies Society meeting at her house.

“She wanted water.” Minnie explained, feeling like a child who was caught doing something naughty. “She said—”

Mayor Fields’ puffed his chest out. He was wearing a black suit, one more suitable for mourning, and he seemed larger than usual. When he went to his wife’s bedside, Mrs. Fields shirked from him, and began to weep.

Could Mayor Fields have…? Minnie’s gazes darted back and forth between the husband and wife.

“Miss Smith,” Mrs. Grey claimed her attention, crossing her arms. “There’s a spill down the hall, if you please.”

Minnie lowered her head. Despite the patient’s whimpers, she scurried out of the room. The spill at the end of the hall was nothing more than a dropped glass of water, which she wiped up with a towel.

She was going to look in on another room, when she noticed Mayor Fields and Mrs. Grey heading down the hall. They could catch her at any moment, but perhaps if she was quick, she could check on Mrs. Fields and ask the woman what she meant.

She hurried back into the poor woman’s room. Mrs. Fields was no longer awake and her once robust body was shivering, her skin the color of marble. It won’t be long now. If the woman lasted an hour, it’d be a miracle.

Minnie glanced about the room and upon seeing the chart at the foot of the bed, she grabbed it and looked it over. Headache, dizziness, fast heart rate, shortness of breath, vomiting, seizures, slow heart rate, low blood pressure. None of it matched the symptoms and sufferings of the other patients.

Mrs. Fields wasn’t babbling, she wasn’t confused, and she had all of her faculties. No, she was saying her piece before she died. She believed her husband had tried to kill her. And from her appearance now, it looked as though he would succeed.

Minnie put the chart back and left once more.

* * * *

Minnie absentmindedly stirred what remained of her helping of stew. Supper seemed to be lasting forever. Papa and Mama were discussing their recent good fortune. Papa had been overjoyed when he was reinstated as minister of his beloved church. For years they lived in Providence, then during the Great War, a wave of anti-German sentiment swept through the community. Being of German descent, her father was asked to step down as minister and they were more or less ostracized until they left town. For several months, they lived up north in Michigan City, and she and her sister Brenna solved a few mysteries while there. Then in December, a month after the war officially ended and some of the prejudice died down, the Smith family was summoned back.

“Forgive and forget!” Papa had insisted, upon entering the Parsonage. And he did.

Minnie couldn’t quite be as merciful. ‘Forgive and forget’ isn’t in the Bible. It’s Shakespeare. Or maybe Cervantes. But she kept that to herself.

Mama signaled they were excused and she and Brenna hurried through washing the dishes. Her younger sister had no inkling of what transpired today at the hospital. Customarily following supper, they would retire to their upstairs library and review the stories they were working on. For they were writers. Not very successful writers, but they were both determined to see their stories in print one day and regularly critiqued one another’s literary creations.

I haven’t written anything since last Saturday. Minnie thought bitterly. Ideas and phrases rolled around in her head all day at the hospital. She had plenty of time to think while she scrubbed sinks and toilets. But after she got home, it was a challenge to make her tired brain cooperate and put pen to paper. What she did create was mediocre and had to be rewritten at least five times to make sense. But one day, she’d write a masterpiece!

Once the dishes were put away, they padded upstairs. Brenna snatched up her recent yarn and standing rather than sitting, she began to read aloud. Her sister must have composed it earlier in the day and was eager to share.

Unfortunately for Brenna, Minnie wasn’t able to pay attention. She was settled at the desk at the window and her gaze often wandered to the empty street below.

“Did you hear me?” Brenna clapped her hands to claim Minnie’s attention. She sighed and tossed the sheets of paper back on the desk. “If you’re tired, we can go over it another evening.” But upon studying her sister, she realized it wasn’t merely exhaustion. “What is it?”

“One of the patients, Mrs. Theodora Fields, was brought in today for the Spanish Flu.” Minnie worried her lower lip. It wasn’t so much that she was afraid Brenna wouldn’t believe her. But as the day went on and she got home, had a bath and helped with supper, doubt set in. Work had worn her down, her nerves were raw from having to face this wicked pandemic. Yet, she couldn’t forget Mrs. Fields’ imploring expression. “Mrs. Fields had been eating and was struck down. She told me, and I quote: ‘I said no and he killed me.’ I think Mayor Fields tried to poison his wife.”

Brenna sighed, looking weary. Just as they had a penchant for scribbling, they also had a penchant for stumbling upon crimes and murders. They had taken to solving said crimes and mysteries—in a quiet way. Their sleuthing wasn’t something their parents would approve of.

“Could she have been delirious?” Her younger sister proposed.

“I don’t think so.” Minnie replied. With the Spanish Flu spreading widely, it’d be easy to commit such a crime.

Brenna retrieved her science books from her room and stacked them on the desk. She was currently studying veterinary medicine and though her passion was animals, she had other books that pertained to humans. One of the tomes, a thick green one, listed poisons and the symptoms. Logic dictated that if Mrs. Fields was inflicted after eaten, then her food had been tainted.

Minnie listed Mrs. Fields’ symptoms aloud, hoping they could match it to something.

Her sister sat crossed-legged on the floor, cracked open the book, and ran her index finger beneath the words. “Arsenic poisoning?” She said.

“She didn’t have a halo.” Minnie shook her head. From one of the other mysteries they looked into, they learned that arsenic poisoning caused the victim to exhale a breath that would cause a halo. “And the pigmentation of her fingernails was normal. No white lines through them.”

Brenna continued on down the page. “Ooh, what about mercury?” Her sister tilted her head, her dark braid falling to the side. “It was once commonly used to treat a variety of ailments.”

“I don’t know.” Minnie said.

Mercury was a preferred treatment last century; well-known folks like Abraham Lincoln and Louisa May Alcott took it. But she thought mercury had to be taken for long periods of time, to break down a person’s health. According to Mrs. Grey, Mrs. Fields succumbed suddenly. Whatever the poison, it took a person quickly.

“Minnie,” Brenna said in a patronizing tone, “this influenza is so new. Perhaps it causes different symptoms for different people. Or it’s something else entirely.”

“True.” Minnie mumbled.

Her sister was right; the influenza affected everyone differently. Other than what her instincts let her to believe, she had no real evidence that a crime had been committed. Mrs. Fields could have been delirious and her own imagination could have been going wild.

Brenna slowly closed the book. “We could pay the Fields’ a call tomorrow and look around.” A coy smile played on her lips.

Minnie grinned, pleased that while her sister wasn’t entirely convinced, Brenna was willing to help. “We should bring a basket, to show Christian charity, and to be able to hide the evidence we find.” She said.

They continued to discuss their plan until their mother knocked on the door and said it was time to turn in. She hated to end this, but she needed her rest for the following day.

* * * *

Minnie and Brenna waited until Papa was shut away in the library and Mama was engrossed in her knitting, when they snuck out of the house. She and Brenna, basket in hand, hastened through the streets, their masks securely over their noses and mouths. They’d avoid people at all costs, but they were risking their health and safety. Only a prospective murder could draw them out of their cocoon of protection.

When they reached the Field’s house, Minnie knocked, but no one answered. “They could be at the hospital.” She said.

Brenna twisted the doorknob, finding it unlocked. She nudged the door open and they tiptoed inside. The mansion was quiet as the grave, and though chock full of the latest inventions, fanciest furniture, and richest carpets, it didn’t have the homey feeling that the parsonage had. The Fields’ family kept a maid and they were lucky the good woman wasn’t about. A quick glance around, nothing appeared out of the ordinary.

“If Mayor Fields did poison her meal, perhaps the poison is still in the kitchen.” Brenna said.

They headed to the rear of the mansion. The one time they attended a meeting of the Christian Ladies Society here, they became somewhat familiar with the house. The kitchen was as they remembered it. Clean, well kept, and it smelled of baked goods. Minnie and Brenna set to searching through the room, opening the cabinets, the oven, the ice box, and the pantry. No poisons, or anything that could be used as a poison.

Brenna sniffed the air, turned and headed to a tiny Hoosier cabinet tucked in the corner of the room. She opened the doors, revealing a cherry pie that had one piece missing!

“The pie!” Her sister exclaimed.

Minnie withdrew it from the Hoosier Cabinet, briefly examined it, inhaling its scent. The dessert didn’t look or smell funny. But it had to be it. There was nothing else that stood out.

Brenna opened the flap of the basket, took out the bread and preserves they brought as their act of Christian charity, and laid it on the table. Minnie slid the pie in the basket and closed the lid.

“We should get this to the police immediately.” Her sister insisted.

Minnie nodded and they were about to leave, when her attention was drawn to a medical journal on the table. Was President Taylor Poisoned? She plucked it up and skimmed over the contents of the article. From her school days, she recalled learning that President Zachary Taylor died unexpectedly in office in 1850. But never that he was poisoned.

“Look at this!” Minnie grabbed her sister’s arm and pulled her over, tilting the journal for Brenna to read. But in her enthusiasm, she gushed, “It’s about President Taylor. He died after eating a bowl of cherries. It says the cherry pits can be poisonous if consumed. Chewing a number of the pits creates cyanide.” A niggling little doubt burrowed down deep, and she sighed. “But wouldn’t Mrs. Field’s notice? It’d be crunchy. And certainly, the maid makes their food for them.”

“The maid could have been making the pie, and when she wasn’t looking, Mayor Fields could have added ground cherry pits in the pie when she wasn’t looking!” Brenna said, after a moment of contemplation.

Yes, it was all too coincidental to have the medical journal opened to that particular article, to have a cherry pie in the house, and for Mrs. Fields to become violently ill.

Minnie considered slipping the medical journal in the basket with their evidence, but didn’t want to crush the pie. She tucked it under her arm and nodded, ready to go. However, when they heard the front door open and two men—Mayor Fields and his son Jonas—move through the house, she froze.

The pantry! The girls made a wild dash inside and closed the door, praying silently that they’d go unnoticed. After all, if Mayor Fields killed, or attempted to kill, his wife, he’d have no qualms about killing them.

Ick Jonas! Minnie made a face just thinking of him. A boy her age, he loved to torment the girls. But due to the mayor’s intervention, everyone shrugged it off, claiming that boys will be boys. The police also looked the other way when he got into scrapes. Hatred was a sin, but she felt even God Himself wouldn’t condemn her too harshly for hating Jonas Fields. Could Jonas have killed his mother? Mrs. Fields doted on the young man, to the point it was sickening. What would his motive be anyway? Perhaps he didn’t something, or wanted to do something, and when she refused, he tried to kill her.

The Fields men strode into the kitchen, conversing, unaware of the girls on the other side of the door. Minnie held her breath, hoping neither of them would want something from the pantry shelves.

“She might survive, others are surviving it.” Jonas said. He sounded low in spirit, and genuinely concerned about his mother.

“Son,” Mayor Fields sighed. “We must be honest with ourselves. Your mother isn’t going to make it.” She heard him step in the direction of the Hoosier Cabinet and open it. “Did you eat the pie?”

“No.” Jonas replied. “I didn’t get a piece.”

Minnie clapped a hand over her mouth, forgetting her mask was still in place. Brenna brought a finger to her own material covered mouth and shushed her.

“The maid must have thrown it out.” The mayor concluded. He closed the cabinet and sounded as if he were approaching the pantry. His hand was on the doorknob and he was turning it! “Too bad, I was hankering for a piece.”

Minnie squeezed her eyes shut, unable to look. She didn’t dare remove her mask, but it really did feel uncomfortable wearing it in this enclosed space. She slid her hand into Brenna’s. They would face this together, come what may.

“We can go to the diner.” Jonas proposed.

Mayor Fields released the doorknob. “All right.” He agreed.

The Fields men went out the way they came in. However, she and Brenna waited a full five minutes before they snuck out of the pantry and out the back door.

* * * *

The Smith girls were halfway to the police station when Minnie noticed her younger sister was peculiarly quiet. A talkative girl by nature, if Brenna was not filling the silence with chatter—whether lighthearted, literary, or involving theories about mysteries—something was the matter.

Minnie stole a glimpse at her sister. Brenna’s jaw was set and her fingers were tightened around the basket handle enough to turn her knuckles white.

“What is it?” She asked, pausing in the middle of the sidewalk. It was beginning to snow, white flakes fell, landing on them and accumulating on the ground.

The town was dead, few people out and about. The majority respected the mandates encouraged by the doctors and nurses, to not gather in public places. This played into hers and Brenna’s favor. They could openly discuss murder without being overheard, or worried about word getting back to Mayor Fields.

Her sister stopped and slowly faced her. “Are you certain Mrs. Fields wasn’t just delirious?” The excitement had died in her eyes. “Because neither Mayor Fields or Jonas believed the pie was dangerous. The mayor wanted a piece.”

“Mrs. Fields was poisoned; I know she was.” Minnie couldn’t deny that her sister had a point. It was befuddling that the mayor wanted a slice. But perhaps he was only asked about the pie, fearing Jonas had eaten it. In a sense, that was evidence. If only they could have witnessed his expressions and demeanor—you could tell a lot by a person’s reactions. “It’s not the Spanish Flu, the symptoms aren’t the same.”

“But she might have other health issues for all we know.” Brenna let out an aggravated groan. Her sister was beginning to lose her patience. Years ago, when they were young, they had heated arguments over toys and playtime, that eventually became fistfights. There was no chance of a fight like that breaking out, but they were both bound to lose their tempers over this. “This ‘evidence’ could be disproven. The police will hardly start an investigation based on this. Especially against the town’s mayor.”

“All right, don’t believe me.” Minnie took the journal and shoved it at her sister. If she didn’t have Brenna’s support, there was no use in proceeding on her own. They were only successful at sleuthing when they worked together. “But I’m right and you thought so too when we found this journal. I’m sure Mayor Fields was afraid Jonas ate a piece and likely hid his concern about it by saying he wanted a slice.”

Brenna shook her head and was about to continue.

Minnie held up a hand and waved her off. “Do what you want with it, I have to go to work. I have an afternoon shift.” She spun around and stalked off to the hospital.

With any luck, she could work off her anxieties and anger through her labors. She might even be able to distract herself from sleuthing and murder for a little while.

* * * *

Minnie was walking down the hall when she stopped by Mrs. Field’s room and poked her head in. Her heart fell, for the bed was empty yet again. She went in and headed straight for the window, opening it once more. How many times have I cleaned this room? Two dozen times? She couldn’t remember. A patient would come in, they would be there for a short period, and then go on to meet their Maker. It ought to be morbid, to turn over a room so soon after a patient’s death. Often, she felt no better than a well-oiled machine, whose sole existence was to function for the hospital. Maybe Brenna was right. Mrs. Fields could have had the Spanish Flu, and in her own personal misery, her imagination convinced her the woman was murdered.

Stripping the linens and scrubbing down the rest of the room came next. But she couldn’t tear her empty gaze from the bed.

“Mrs. Fields slipped away last night.” Mrs. Grey’s throaty voice stirred Minnie from her stupor. The nurse joined her at the foot of the bed, snatching up the clipboard and holding it to her bosom. “Thank God it wasn’t drawn out. Such a terrible sickness.”

Minnie couldn’t shake off her former suspicions, despite all logical arguments. “Her symptoms were different from the Spanish Flu.” She regretted not grabbing up Mrs. Fields’ chart. Now the woman’s true symptoms were lost, for it’d go into a file, locked away in an office. “I think she was murdered.”

“Really, dear?” The way Mrs. Grey uttered the word dear made the hair on Minnie’s neck stand up on end. The nurse pursed her lips, accentuating the lines around her mouth. “Why would you think that?”

Minnie studied Mrs. Grey and recoiled from her, feeling for the window ledge. Although they had worked alongside each other, she concluded she didn’t really know the woman. The nurse was a new widow, the grief for her husband still fresh. I didn’t see much of him. Mr. Grey had been on a different hall and another housekeeper was responsible for his room. But from what she heard, he too died quickly and it began with abdominal pains. The medical journal! Mrs. Grey was a nurse, she had access to all sorts of medical literature. If she had a hand in Mrs. Fields’ murder, it was likely she was responsible for her husband’s death too!

“You did it!” Minnie exclaimed. “Why?”

“You silly girl.” Mrs. Grey chuckled, not at all upset that she had just been accused of murder. In fact, the woman appeared amused. And then Minnie understood; Mrs. Grey and Mayor Fields were always together. They must have been carrying on. “Well, you can’t prove it. You’re a housekeeper, who’s going to believe you?”

Minnie glanced at the door, wondering if she could successfully make a beeline out of the room.

Mayor Fields chose that moment to enter the room and block her avenue of escape. “What’s this?” he asked.

“Oh, she figured it out.” Mrs. Grey threw up a hand.

“Is that so?” Mayor Fields remained calm and took a few steps forward. “Well, if you don’t want to end up like my wife, you’ll keep quiet about it.”

Mrs. Grey moved to the other side of the bed, preventing Minnie from scrambling across the bed and out into the hall. Mayor Fields was a large man and if she attempted to get past him, he’d stop her. She was tall and wiry, but between the two of them, they could subdue her. Of course, they’d have the difficulty of carrying her out without any of the other doctors, nurses, and housekeepers noticing.

I won’t go quietly! She’d yell, kick, hit, and bite if need be. For a second, she considered climbing out of the window, but they were on the second floor and that was a long way down. She’d been on a ledge in the past, fleeing a murderer, and it caused her to have a terrible fear of heights.

“Minnie might keep quiet, but I won’t.”

Mayor Fields and Mrs. Grey turned towards the door. Minnie craned her neck and though she disliked him, she couldn’t be happier to see Jonas Fields. The young man marched in and wrenched the patient chart from the nurse. Mrs. Grey meekly backed up against a wall.

“Jonas! It’s not—I—” Mayor Fields protested. He, too, was no longer brave. A murderer he may be, he was shamefaced before his son. He touched the young man’s shoulder. “I—I—”

“She was my mother!” Jonas pushed his father away.

For once, Minnie truly felt sorry for Jonas. But rather than allow pity to well up inside of her, she had to flee before she lost her chance! She hoisted herself onto the bed and her plan was to roll and land on her feet, then run like mad out of the room. Unfortunately, she wasn’t as graceful in life as she was in her imagination. Her foot took out the lamp and pitcher of water on the nightstand, spilling it everywhere. Rather than end up on her feet, she dropped onto her knees onto the hard, wet floor. My knees are going to be bruised later. She slipped and slid, but did manage to reach the hall before either of the murderers could stop her. Mostly because they were chuckling at her awkwardness.

Regaining her balance, Minnie hobbled down the hall, down a flight of stairs, and out of the building.

She didn’t breathe easy until she made it to the street and ripped off her mask. Even then her corset felt too tight and she feared she might faint. Snow mixed with ice pelted her in the face, stinging and chilling her bones.

Two police cars pulled up to the curb. Officers fled the cars, bearing their weapons, as they ran into the hospital. How? Her question was answered when Brenna emerged from the backset of one of the cars.

With Brenna’s assistance, she sat on the hood of the police car and she started to relax. “Thank God you’re here. Mrs. Grey and Mayor Fields did it together.” Minnie rubbed her right knee; it was beginning to throb and she was willing to bet it was turning purple. “They sort of confessed and I had a witness.”

“Egads!” Brenna said. She touched Minnie’s shoulder. “I’m sorry I was skeptical.”

Minnie shook her head. “Never mind. You came and brought help.” This was the second time her sister came to her rescue, bringing the police. God willing, the next murder they solved, perhaps she could do the rescuing.

She rested a few minutes before standing. Brenna lent her own coat. She leaned on her younger sister and they made their way home. Her shift wasn’t over, but since she helped take down two murderers, she figured she could have the rest of the day off and return in the morning when she hopefully felt better.

* * * *

Following supper, rather than head upstairs to the library, the Smith girls joined their parents in the sitting room, expecting that with the recent arrest of Mayor Fields and Mrs. Grey, there would be a discussion about it. They were not disappointed when Papa produced a special evening edition of the newspaper and shook it open. Plastered across the frontpage was the headline “MAYOR FIELDS AND MISTRESS MURDERS MAYOR’S WIFE!” A photograph of the murderers was featured prominently beneath.

Mama took her place beside Papa on the sofa, while Minnie and Brenna lingered in the doorway. They had to find out if the paper mentioned their contribution to revealing the truth of Mrs. Field’s death. If their parents were to learn of their involvement, they could learn of the other crimes they solved.

We would never see the light of day again. Minnie thought grimly. Their parents would forbid them from solving crimes, and that would be a detriment to them both.

“Mayor Fields and Mrs. Grey were arrested today for the murder of Mrs. Theodora Fields. The mayor and Mrs. Grey were...” Their father paused and casting a glance at Minnie and Brenna, he chose to conceal what wasn’t considered a seemly subject for young ladies. Murder was fine to discuss, but adultery…that was too much for the fairer sex. “The mayor and Mrs. Grey decided to kill Mrs. Fields after Mrs. Grey read about the theory of President Taylor allegedly dying by cherry pit poisoning.”

“They killed her with cherries!” Mama gasped, her hand flying to her cheek.

“A cherry pie to be precise.” Papa corrected and pointed to a specific section of the article. “Mrs. Grey confessed to making the pie and ground the pits into the pie filling. Mayor Fields brought it home. On chewing and consuming a piece, Mrs. Fields experienced cyanide poisoning. The mayor and Mrs. Grey thought they could pass it off as the Spanish Flu.”

Minnie bit her lip, waiting for the article to mention the reveal took place at the hospital. Her parents would question her about what she knew, since she worked there and she couldn’t lie to them. She and Brenna reasoned that if their parents never directly asked if they were sleuthing and solving crimes, then they weren’t lying per se by not telling them.

“But Jonas Fields figured it out and went to the police. The young man’s a hero.” Papa closed the newspaper and folded it back up. “There’s talk of him becoming a police officer.”

If smarmy Jonas Fields claiming the credit for their success wasn’t enough, that Mr. Grey’s death and possible murder wasn’t unearthed made matters worse. She and Brenna would have to send in an anonymous note to the police, sharing their theory. Of course, Jonas would likely be patted on the back for that too. Well, they ought to be used to it by now. They went unnoticed for every mystery they ever figured out.

“Such a dark and fallen world we live in.” Mama shook her head mournfully.

She and Papa proceeded to fall into a serious conversation about the state their country was in, and how the world would never be as innocent as it had been before the war. As if no one ever committed murder before the war!

Minnie and Brenna exchanged a conspiratorial look and excused themselves, taking refuge in their library.

No sooner had they shut the door, did Brenna throw up one of her hands. “I’m really tired of others getting the credit for the crimes we solve.” Her anger dissipated and was replaced with a hint of regret. “Again, I’m sorry I doubted you.”

It had wounded Minnie, to not be believed by her sister and dearest friend. However, in the end, Brenna saved the day. Blood was thicker than water.

Minnie sank down into the chair at the desk, kicking her feet up on a cushion. “Let’s think of something else, something not related to murder or the Flu.” She needed to be diverted and she needed to be inspired. “I haven’t been able to write. What have you written lately?”

“Well...” Brenna pulled open the desk drawer, withdrew a small stack of papers, and began to read her new yarn.

As she listened, Minnie could feel her own creativity stirring within. A new idea took form. When Brenna was finished, she’d have to discuss this prospective story with her sister.
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EVERY TRICK IN THE BOOK,
by Hal Charles

When State Police Detective Kelly Stone stepped out of her cruiser at the Great Falls Park Pavilion, she spotted her sister hurriedly walking toward her. “Well, Krissy,” she said, “this time I came within five minutes of finishing my lunch peacefully. Tell me—what’s the crisis du jour?”

“Well, Sis, my book club was holding its monthly meeting here, and…um…something went missing.”

“What no shrieking, crying, or wailing over losing something that important?” said the detective ironically.

“To be honest, Sis . . .”

“My book is gone. My fabulous, priceless book has vanished,” yelled Miss Letitia Lively, running out of the Pavilion as only a dowager can.

As she drew closer, Kelly could see tears mixing with her anger. The white-haired woman, who looked amazingly like a British bulldog, came to a halt in front of Kelly as though commanded to stop. Then, with great effort she lifted her cloth bag and started swinging it around her head as if she were a child having a tantrum. “I want my book back.”

“Mrs. Lively,” said Kelly, “was the book expensive?”

“According to the seller, it was a rare collection of German love poems printed way back in the Fourteenth Century, so after seven centuries it had to be worth something.”

“‘Had to be?’” posed Kelly.

“I picked is up at Grift’s Curio Shoppe on North Main on my way to this meeting,” explained Mrs. Lively, “so I haven’t had time for an appraisal. But for what I paid, I know it’s worth beaucoup. That Mr. Grift finds me the most precious books, and he’s even more precious to regard.”

“The other two members are still inside,” interrupted Krissy, “trying to smooth over the tragedy with a pot of Earl Grey tea.”

Seeing the detective enter, a woman in a gray dress said, “As far as I’m concerned, I hope no one ever locates that piece of Middle Age pornography.”

“Flavia Littlemore,” explained Krissy, “is our taste monitor.”

“Which is why,” said Flavia, “a spot of good Earl Grey has more taste than that German trash.”

“I take it,” said Kelly, “that you are glad that Letitia’s book has gone missing.”

“As tickled as a dove in a cozy cote,” she responded.

“Hello, Detective,” said a thin woman more Krissy’s age. “I’m Nikki Nicholson, and what bothers me the most is that the four of us came here to discuss my selection, and now we’re over-concerned with some trivia in Letitia’s life.”

“Are you the only four in the Pavilion today?” asked Kelly.

The quartet confirmed they were.

“Then how could a book go missing with all four of you here?”

“I can answer that, Sis,” said Krissy. “I don’t think I’m speaking out of turn to acknowledge that all of us suffer a bit from ADHD.”

“Perhaps yes,” agreed Letitia, “but it’s difficult to concentrate on even something as compelling as Nikki’s choice of Henry James’ The Ambassadors when people are constantly running to the bathroom, the kitchen for more coffee, or out to buy donuts.”

“Not to mention the casual distractions provided by Letitia urging us to comment on her latest find,” said Flavia.

“Last month Letitia kept raving about some poet named McGonagall,” said Nikki.

“Those were the worst poems I have ever read,” said Flavia.

“Since the death of my husband a few years ago,” interjected Letitia, “I have been dependent upon the kindness of Mr. Grift and his fabulous bookstore to guide my artistic tastes.”

“Excuse me,” said Kelly, making a T with her hands, “but we’re getting away from why I was called here. Is anyone willing to admit to stealing Letitia’s book?”

The only response was silence.

“Then,” continued Kelly, “is anyone going to admit to seeing someone steal the book?”

The overwhelming silence continued.

“Then let me tell you what I think,” continued the detective. “First, I need to investigate Mr. Grift’s shop. Letitia’s book of poetry is a worthless fake. There were no books printed in Germany or anywhere else until the Gutenberg Bible appeared in the 1450s. Second, I know who took the book.”

SOLUTION

Letitia. Kelly reasoned that even fake books don’t just disappear, and she remembered watching Letitia struggle to lift her bag, the bag where the ‘lost’ book was found.
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I WANNA BE YOUR BOYFRIEND,
by Vinnie Hansen

1971

Drew rode into Philip, South Dakota, on a Harley with red and gold flames shooting across the gas tank. Leather gloves gripped high handlebars and a battered canvas pack was wedged between his back and the sissy bar. He stoked fear in the hearts of parents and envy in the hearts of teenagers.

Because there were only two choices in town for coffee, soon enough Drew swaggered into the Park Inn Café, his tight jeans slightly flared at the ankles, stars running up the sides. He twirled on a stool. Shaggy black hair and brown eyes faced me. “Coffee.” He studied my face for a second and added, “Please.”

I was seventeen, and I pleased, all right.

The ding, ding, ding of the bell signaled that Mr. Rafferty’s bacon and eggs waited on the pass-through—had been waiting there since the already-legendary motorcycle roared up in front of the café.

I placed a steaming white ceramic mug before Drew like an offering to a god. “Cream or sugar? Or anything?”

He flashed dimples. “Black is fine. But I might like some of that anything?”

I blushed.

Ding. Ding. Ding. Mr. Anderson thunked two more orders onto the service window counter, narrowed his eyes at me, and shook his jowls at Mr. Rafferty’s plate. “Put a wiggle in it, Virginia.”

“Virginia.” Drew savored my name like a bite of the two-cent mints by the register. “What time do you get off?”

I tilted my head, my neck exposed by hair skimmed back into a ponytail. I didn’t want to be easy, but this was Drew, the guy every girl wanted, even the ones with the best boyfriends. He was too old for me, and my dad had already cussed around the house about the “renegade hippie from Calafornyah.”

“Four,” I said.

Ding. Ding. Ding. Ding. Ding. “Quit your flirting,” Mr. Anderson hollered at me. “Mr. Rafferty’s eggs are gettin’ colder than January.”

I floated off to deliver the waiting orders.

* * * *

Drew showed up at four and waited outside, perched sideways on his saddle and smoking a cigarette.

Seeing him outside, I smoothed sweaty hands down my pink uniform. I ripped the rubber band from my hair, yanking out strands with it. Shaking loose the sulfuric smell of the grill, I wished Drew had picked a different rendezvous, where I could pretty up beforehand, and where Mr. Anderson wouldn’t see me hiking up my uniform to throw my leg over the seat. By tomorrow everyone in town would know, including my dad. But when opportunity knocks...

Squeezed between Drew’s denim jacket and the sissy bar, I lightly held his sides. When he tore out onto Highway 14, I clutched his torso. The ride was terrifying and thrilling, my bare thighs gripping his pants, my hair snapping around like a flag and airing out quite nicely.

Fourteen miles down the road, about the time I started to wonder if I’d been abducted, Drew turned onto a gravel road into Cottonwood.

“Why are we stopping here?”

Cottonwood had a population of fifteen, a grain elevator and a steeple on a weathered clapboard church creating its skyline. The only operational businesses were a bar and a hall where the occasional country western band played. It occurred to me that he might be stopping for beer.

Instead he put down his kickstand in front of Grindstone Hall.

He looked around at the buildings sprinkled under the vast blue of Dakota sky. “It’s like a ghost town.”

We awkwardly disembarked and shambled around in the heat and silence. The prairie sprang green and lush around us, the clover fragrant.

“Back in the thirties my mom went to high school here,” I said. “There was a bank and a general store with a post office.”

“Far out.” Drew wandered off the road to peek through a broken window. “The gutting of America.”

That seemed like an astute remark for someone I’d pegged as blue collar, even if he did hail from California.

When Drew turned away from the building, a female killdeer pierced the air with a high dee-dee note. Her striped head lifted from the edge of the crumbling sidewalk, and she ran in front of Drew, fanning her rusty tail and dragging her wing.

He stopped. “Is that bird injured?”

“She wants you to think so. She’s luring you away from her nest.”

“Seriously?”

I pointed to four speckled eggs resting in bits of stubbly straw parked in the concrete crumbles. The bird trilled louder, “Dee, dee, dee,” fluttering its wings like it was a poor, helpless creature that couldn’t fly.

I led Drew away so the bird could relax. Kicking a chunk of the broken concrete with my white tennis shoe, I asked, “Are you going to stick around Philip?”

He turned from watching the killdeer, his eyes big and brown and limpid. “I have more incentive now.”

I was being sweet-talked. Not that I disliked it.

“I have a job at Little Scotchman.”

Little Scotchman was the town’s only industry. It built hydraulic ironworkers and kept Philip from shriveling up like Cottonwood.

“Doing what?” I asked.

“Welding. And you?” He lifted a brow. “You going to stay?”

“Just till I graduate. Ten months,” I said. “But who’s counting?”

“No time to waste then.” He slid both arms around my waist, towed me to him, and planted his lips against mine. He was a delicious and dangerous kisser.

* * * *

Our relationship progressed until I was strutting around Philip wearing Drew’s jeans. They fit perfectly. He was taller, but I was leggy.

On Friday nights, we slow danced in the middle of the Philip Auditorium to bad covers of songs like “We Gotta Get Out of This Place.” The guys and girls on the sidelines cast us glances full of curiosity and envy, wondering why Drew had chosen me. I was a poor girl—not prime dating material. And my dad was a larger-than-life character. Men played whist with him at the pool hall and listened to him holding forth at the Park Inn Café, but they didn’t want to end up related to him.

Daddy, for his part, didn’t say anything about Drew and me. I was a girl, after all. The expectation was I’d meet a guy and get married, even if he would have preferred it not be a long-hair from Calafornyah. At least Drew had a skill and employment. He was an unknown, preferable, maybe, to some “goddamn uppity Democrat family” in Philip.

A common sequence for relationships in Haakon County was pregnancy, then marriage, followed by a life in the family business or on the family farm. That had been my mom’s story, my oldest sister’s story, the story of several seniors the previous year.

But I possessed a secret power—birth control pills. A doctor in Rapid City prescribed them to “regulate menstruation,” and more and more girls in Philip suffered from irregular periods. I also religiously saved my money, planning to leave Philip the day after high school graduation.

Drew and I zoomed around on his motorcycle, drank beer, and had sex in his room at the Senechal Hotel. In August, before school started, with no malice or any sign he was tired of me, Drew announced he had to be moving on. “I’m sure a smart girl like you understands.”

A romantic, he’d brought me back to Cottonwood for this announcement, giving our relationship a poetic circularity.

“When?”

“As soon as I can get together a little more bread.”

“Why?”

He leaned against the red bricks of one of the deserted buildings. “Let’s just say I was on my way to Canada when I stopped here.”

There was one main reason young men headed for Canada. “Bad number?”

He nodded and pulled me against his body. I liked everything about it—the broad shoulders, narrow waist, the way we fit together. We cuddled. “Tempting to stay,” he said, brushing my hair back and nuzzling my neck, “but I can’t risk it anymore.”

I couldn’t have him sticking around and being sent to Vietnam on my account, especially since I never, even in our most intimate moments, envisioned “us” as permanent. My whole future hung before me somewhere far from Philip.

A small nauseating feeling percolated up my spine. “How do you plan to get more money?” I wrenched myself away and stared coldly into his eyes. If he had any designs on my hard-earned cash, he could suck eggs.

He grasped both of my hands. “It doesn’t really involve you.”

I squinted at him. “What doesn’t involve me?”

“The Park Inn Café.”

I yanked my hands free. My history and blood soughed through these weeds, dried up from the August sun. Both sets of grandparents had homesteaded here in Haakon County. My mother had batched in this ghost town when she came in from the country to attend high school. The first time I got drunk was behind the Grindstone Hall. I wanted to escape, but the Dakota plains would always ride with me and cradle me as home. “What are you saying?” I whispered, hoping I was reading him wrong.

“They don’t go to the bank every day.”

Just as most people didn’t lock their doors, the café didn’t worry about leaving money in the till, but I was surprised Drew had paid that any mind.

“You work nights on Tuesday and Thursday?”

“You know that.” My voice came out full of starch. “So is that what our relationship has been about? A few hundred dollars?”

He snatched my hands again, tugged me to his body, and held me tight. “Come to Canada with me.”

The offer made me smile into his shirt. That wasn’t going to happen.

He rocked me in his arms and kissed the top of my head. “All you have to do is leave the back door unlocked on Thursday. Between this score and the pay I’ll get the day before, we’ll be set.”

“Okay.”

“Okay?” He backed away enough to look me in the eyes. “Thursday, then?”

* * * *

That Thursday, Mr. Anderson shooed me out the door while he was scraping the grill. “See you bright and early,” he said.

Outside, the August night was still, Highway 14 deserted, the black sky full of shooting stars. The temperature had fallen to a tolerable balminess. As I walked along our dirt road, a slight breeze started up and the cottonwoods in Peterson’s Dam sang to me.

When I reached our house, the only light on was upstairs. My parents, who rose with the dawn, had gone to bed long ago. I tiptoed onto the front porch and snagged my brother’s green canvas Rapid City Daily Journal bag hanging from a nail. Overkill, but convenient.

I walked back to the café. Mr. Anderson’s car was gone. Drew wouldn’t come till after midnight, when he felt sure no one would be around.

What I had not told Drew was that I could enter the Park Inn Café any time I pleased. I had a key. On winter weekends after I postholed through snow for a half mile at five in the morning, Mr. Anderson didn’t want me to get caught outside waiting for him. It had never happened, of course. Mr. Anderson always had the lights on, the coffee brewed, and the griddle heating up before I arrived. Often a customer or two already occupied a table.

I unlocked the back door and slid through the dark kitchen—my path lit by gleaming stainless steel and muscle memory—the quiet broken only by an electrical hum. I peeked through the service window. During the day, Mr. Anderson had drawn the blinds on the big front windows, and he’d left them down.

I crept forward, opened the till, and unhitched the bag from my shoulder. I stacked all the bills, then lifted up the tray and scooped out the big bills stashed underneath. Taking the rubber band from my hair, I stretched it around the bundle and pitched it into the canvas bag. I left the loose coins in their slots, but added the rolled ones to the bag.

Shrugging the canvas strap onto my shoulder, I picked up an order pad and a pen to leave a note for Drew:

You made it easy to say goodbye.

He’d imagined me as a sweet little girl. I was not.

Back home, I set my alarm clock. I’d need to rise and shine early to beat Mr. Anderson to the café and put the money back where it belonged.
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THE CLUE OF THE ASH,
by Hal Meredith

I.

“Yes; my son comes home on Friday, Poole. I’ve only two more days to wait. And I haven’t seen him for nearly six years.”

John Halsted spoke rather shakily and did not face his servant, but a happy little smile appeared on his lips at frequent intervals.

“We must make him very comfortable. He’ll expect a special welcome, you know.”

“Why, certainly, sir!” The servant, withdrawing, stopped at the door. “I presume this won’t affect my leave today, though, sir? You promised I should have the night off, you remember.”

“And you may go, of course. But don’t forget to come back early in the morning. There’ll be quite a lot for you to do.”

* * * *

Poole departed after luncheon, and John Halsted was left to himself. He was not expecting a caller, and a knock startled him presently. When he opened the door he stared in his short-sighted way. The visitor bent his head. “I’ve come,” he muttered. “I home.”

John Halsted trembled suddenly, and leaned forward half incredulously.

“Don’t you know me, father?”

“George! It’s you—it’s you, already! Oh, if I’d only had my glasses on, I’d have seen that it was you, my boy!”

He would not for the world have admitted that his son seemed older, and that even his voice had altered a little. “But you’re two days early, George. Surely I didn’t make a mistake?”

“I was to come on Friday; but that was altered.”

“Yes, yes! So you didn’t think I had neglected you. You’re sure? I was coming to meet you, my boy. And we—we’re hardly ready. My man Poole—he’s out; and your room—”

Affectionately John Halsted helped the other off with his coat, and pushed a chair forward. He asked nothing better than to wait on his son.

“You’d rather move? The light’s too strong? How stupid of me!”

“You see, where I’ve been it—”

“No; I don’t want to hear, George; and you’re not to talk about that any more. We’ll forget it, boy. You’re going to start again now, remember, I’ll help you all I can; and your friends’ll stand by you—your real friends.”

During the afternoon and evening John Halsted was very happy. They sat together till fairly late.

“There’s just a letter I want to write now, father. Then I’ll catch the post. No; don’t you wait up. Give me a key.”

* * * *

In the morning he rose cheerfully, and, when he was dressed, stepped across the landing.

“George! Are you awake, George!” But there was no answer to his greeting. He looked in at last. The room was empty, and the bed had obviously not been used.

Puzzled and alarmed, he hurried down the stairs. He was alone in the house till nine o’clock, when Poole returned.

The morning passed somehow. Early in the afternoon he hurried round to see the Graingers. There they were amazed by his tidings, but they had no news in return. The day before, Irene Grainger had been away from the house. Now her distress equalled John Halsted’s own.

Hurrying home in the early twilight, at the corner he collided with someone hurrying the opposite direction. John Halsted clutched his arm spasmodically. His face told its own tale. The stranger halted.

“Is anything wrong, sir? Can I assist you in any way? I often do help people, you know. It’s my profession.”

“Who—who are you, then?”

“My name,” returned the stranger reassuringly, “is Sexton Blake.”

II.

“Now, then, Mr. Halsted,” advised Blake sympathetically, “pull yourself together.”

He had taken a chair; but the elder man paced the room restlessly as he told hia story.

“It’s cruel! To be separated so long, and then to lose him again a few hours after he’d come back! Five years or more he’s been away—abroad.”

“The truth, please,” said Blake gently. John Halsted shot a glance at him, then almost broke down.

“It was a mistake—a conspiracy! They said he took the firm’s money; but I never believed it. It can’t be true!”

Blake laid a hand on his shoulder.

“His sentence was seven years, then; but he gained the full remittance for good conduct. Speak quite frankly, Mr. Halsted. It’ll make my task so much easier. Are all the other details you’ve me—?”

“You can rely on them,” John Halsted assured him shamefacedly. Then he blurted out: “There’s no time to lose! There’s been foul play, I’m sure! He was robbed!”

Blake roused himself suddenly.

“Ah! Then you haven’t told me all.”

“My cheque’s been cashed by a stranger.”

“What cheque?”

“The one I gave George yesterday. A hundred pounds it was; all I could spare. At the bank they said—”

“Your son had this cheque with him when he left the house?”

“Yes, yes; and it was payable to ‘bearer.’”

“He wanted the money urgently, then?”

“We were talking of the fresh start he could make,” John Halsted explained jerkily. “I’d promised to help him. He hardly seemed to believe it. To convince him, I—I wrote the cheque there and then.”

“I think I understand. You parted on good terms—when he said good-night, for instance?”

“We had a little argument, Mr. Blake, if I must admit it. I told him that one hundred pounds was all I could afford. He said he really, wanted more for a scheme he had in mind.”

“Was he always so inconsiderate, or has he changed?” John Halsted hurriedly began to defend his son.

“It was natural enough,” he protested. “Yes, he’s changed, of course. I couldn’t help noticing. He has altered in a lot of small ways. But no one would have been surprised at that.”

“You live alone, Mr. Halsted?”

“Except for my servant Poole.”

“He’s here? I can meet him if I want to...? Thanks. He met your son, of course.”

“No; he was away. I forgot to tell you. I let him go to visit some friends yesterday.”

The detective nodded casually.

“And this Miss Grainger you’ve mentioned.”

“She happened to be out of town also.”

“Have you a photograph of your son?”

John Halsted crossed to the mantelpiece, and returned with a framed portrait. But Blake hardly looked at the features.

“This always stands up there?” he queried.

“Why, yes; ever since—”

“Now I should like to examine the room your sou used yesterday.”

They went upstairs together. Blake glanced round swiftly, scrutinising a few objects apparently at random.

“H’m! Nothing to help us here. Let me see those letters, please, Mr. Halsted.”

“Letters?”

“From your son. He must have been allowed to write at intervals.”

The grey-haired man hesitated.

“Oh, I won’t read them at all, if you’d rather not! Perhaps I shan’t read any of them. But if you really want me to do my best in this matter...”

Without another word John Halsted walked out, returning with a metal despatch-box.

“You keep this in your own bed-room. And locked, naturally.”

To Halsted’s amazement, he examined the key for some momenta with a magnifying glass. Then the box was opened. Halsted was about to lift the pile of letters, when the detective stopped him peremptorily.

“The first one he wrote is at the bottom, Mr. Blake. This is the last—where he told mo the date on which he hoped to be released, and thanked mo for offering the money. If I could find my spectacles—I can’t imagine where are!—I’d point out the page.”

He searched his pockets agitatedly.

“Never mind. Please don’t worry yourself.”

Blake used his magnifying glass again for an instant, with a quick breath. Then, somehow, the key fell from the lock, and while Halsted stopped for it the detective picked up the letters, and allowed something from the bottom of the box to fall into his hand.

“You can put them away now, thanks. Meanwhile, I’ll go downstairs again and have a quiet smoke.”

Halsted turned away in disappointment. His lips quivered.

“Come, come! I didn’t mean to wound you. I meant it literally,” said Blake.

“Try these cigars, then, won’t you? I’m sorry, I haven’t a cigarette in the house.”

“Perhaps your servant has,” Blake suggested. “May I ring the bell?”

Poole entered quietly, and Mr. Halsted began to give instructions. Blake interrupted deprecatingly.

“Oh, it’s only one I want!” He turned to the servant with a smile, “Have you such a thing to spare?”

“Oh, yes, sir!” The man drew out a paper packet.

“Thank you very much. Virginian, I see.”

“I always smoke the same brand, sir,”

“And they’re jolly good value for the money—eh?” He leaned back, puffing lazily. “I’m much obliged.”

When the servant had left the room, Blake smiled.

“We’re getting on splendidly! I hope to have good news—the best news—when I call in again tomorrow. Don’t worry, Mr. Halsted; and sleep well.”

III.

When Blake arrived next day he found John Halsted with a visitor.

“This is Miss Grainger.”

The detective bowed.

“So you got my message?”

“Ah, it was from you! Mr. Halsted thought as much. Our maid told me—”

“To be here in good time. My instructions—yea.”

She clasped her hands together.

“Have you found George, then?”

“Yes, where is my boy, Mr. Blake? Where has he been?”

They pressed near to him in their eagerness.

“I’ll explain,” said Blake, “if we may first have some more coals on the fire. It’s a chilly day, you know. I’d like your man to see to it, if you don’t mind.”

In bewildered obedience John Halsted crossed to the door.

“Oh, Poole, you’re there! I want you a minute.”

The servant approached the grate. Blake leaned over him.

“Just a lump in that corner. There!”

His hand flashed from his pocket, there was a sudden click, and Poole gave a furious exclamation, struggling to his feet with the handcuffs on his wrists.

“You were getting nervous—eh? Listening at the keyhole just now. I’m rather surprised at that, Poole, considering you’d evidently decided to stop and see the thing through. Ah, it was quite a smart scheme! But just let me give you a word of advice.”

The detective faced his discomfited prisoner with a smile.

“Never smoke when you’re reading other people’s private letters! The ash is liable to drop. What have you done with the money?”

“Upstairs—in my room!” Poole gasped. He faced his master despairingly. “Sir, sir! You won’t prosecute me? I was mad to do it; but it seemed so easy. It you haven’t treated me well—”

He took away your glasses, and relied on your short-sightedness. “Mr. Halsted!” interrupted Blake briskly. “He’s a clever actor, and he ‘made up’ from your son’s photograph. Of course, you were bound to discover there’d been an imposture; but naturally, he thought, you’d never suspect him, especially if he stayed. Besides, I expect he’s manufactured an alibi. His accomplice, who cashed the cheque, has been making love to Mrs. Grainger’s maid. He learned that Miss Grainger wouldn’t possibly be here to spoil their plans.”

On investigation, Blake found £95 of the £100 in a carefully-chosen hiding-place. Mr. Halsted, hearing this, refused to prosecute.

“Let him go, Mr. Blake. I can’t make it all public again. George wouldn’t care for that—just when he’s back home. He’s really coming, then? Oh, I—I can’t realise the truth yet!”

Blake crossed to the window. “Here’s the key of the handcuffs. Let your son decide,” he said quickly. “I’ll be off now.”

* * * *

There was a timid, hesitating knock at the front door. John Halsted and the girl instantly made for the hall. Blake, following swiftly, managed to slip out just after George Halsted’s arrival and welcome. The detective found it necessary to clear his throat.

“I’m useful sometimes,” he murmured, “but this is a moment when a stranger should unobtrusively depart.”
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CHAPTER 1

Johnny Liddell carefully stripped the cellophane jacket from a cigar, bit off the sealed end, spat it onto the floor. He stared unblinkingly at the girl stretched out before him. Her hair was as thick and coppery as he had remembered it. There were a few more lines crisscrossing under the eyes than there had been in the old days, but the lips were still full and inviting. As she lay there now, her lips slightly parted, she showed the perfect little teeth he had always admired. She was uncovered to the waist, her small, perfectly molded breasts bared to the searching yellow light.

“That her?” Detective Sergeant Happy Lewis sounded slightly bored with the formality.

Liddell nodded. He jammed the cigar into his mouth, clamped his teeth savagely into it. “What’s supposed to have happened to her?” he wanted to know.

The homicide man signaled to the morgue attendant. Liddell watched without comment as the attendant drew a rough canvas sheet over the girl’s face, slammed the oblong metal drawer into place with a clang that reverberated through the whole morgue.

“Don’t have to worry about disturbing the other guests.” The morgue keeper showed the yellow stumps of his teeth in a grin. “They’re real sound sleepers.” He looked from the homicide man to the private detective expectantly. When nobody gave him any encouragement, he shuffled off toward the office in the rear, muttering under his breath.

“Well?” Liddell persisted. “What’s supposed to have happened to her?”

Detective Sergeant Lewis shrugged. “What usually happens to a dame like that? She either jumped or fell off the end of the pier.” He pushed his fedora back on his head, wiped his forehead with the side of his hand. “Got enough of this?”

Liddell scraped a long wooden match on the sole of his shoe, applied it to the end of the cigar. “It was neither,” he said flatly.

“It was neither what?”

“It was neither accident nor suicide,” Liddell asserted. “Nancy Hayes had too much sense to walk off the end of a pier. She had too much guts to jump off.”

“She didn’t call herself Nancy Hayes up here,” the homicide man told him wearily. “Up here she was Nancy Martin. And she either jumped or fell.” He stared moodily at Johnny Liddell. “If you were to try to make something else out of it, I think maybe you ought to have a talk with Connors first. He’s the police chief up here. He don’t like for private dicks to come into his territory upsetting things and making trouble.”

Liddell nodded, exhaled a feathery tendril of dirty white smoke ceilingward. “That’s how Connors feels about it. How about you?”

Lewis studied the private detective’s face for a moment from under his eyelids, then dropped his eyes. “Like I said, Connors is the chief. How I feel ain’t important.”

“She was a nice kid,” Liddell indicated the metal drawer. “You would have liked her if you knew her. I’d hate to think somebody could pull a stunt like that and get away with it. Wouldn’t you?”

Detective Sergeant Happy Lewis looked unhappy. “Maybe,” he admitted cautiously. “But Connors still calls the turn around here.”

“I wouldn’t worry too much about Connors. I’ve got an idea he and I are going to be good friends before this is over.” He tapped a thin film of ash off the end of the cigar. “That is, of course, unless he’s got some angle in trying to hush up this case.”

“Hush up what case?” The homicide man pinched his long thin nose between thumb and forefinger. “Maybe I forgot to tell you. There is no case. The dame either jumped or fell off the end of the pier.”

* * * *

Chief Connors sat behind an oversized, varnished desk and eyed Johnny Liddell with no sign of enthusiasm. He reached out for a pack of cigarettes on the corner of the desk, selected one on the basis that it was less rumpled than the rest, hung it from his lips.

“So you’re a private detective, eh?” His eyes dropped from Liddell to the credentials on his desk. He riffled through them, snorted, shoved them back across the desk. “Anything on your mind?”

Liddell picked up his papers, rearranged them, shoved them into his breast pocket. “Thought I’d check in with you before I went to work.”

“We don’t like peepers up here in Waterville, Liddell.” The chief’s deep voice didn’t belong to his thin frame and washed-out eyes. “I understand that you came up here to do a job for the Martin dame.”

Liddell nodded.

“Well, whatever kind of a caper she was setting up, it fell through.” Connors scratched a paper match across the strip on the box, applied it to his cigarette. His colorless eyes never left the private detective’s face. “So I suppose you’ll be catching the next train back to town. I’ve got one of the boys arranging your reservations. Like that you won’t be delayed.”

Liddell grinned, dropped into an old armchair, draped his leg over the arm. “There’s no hurry, Chief. I was figuring on staying around until you broke the case.”

Chief Connors’ eyes flicked from the private detective to Detective Sergeant Lewis and back. “Maybe you ain’t heard. There is no case. It was an accident or a suicide.”

“So I’ve been told. But it wasn’t either. Nancy was murdered.” Johnny Liddell rolled his cigar from one corner of his mouth to the other. “If you’re not going to break the case, I intend to.”

“Maybe there’s more to this than I know, Liddell.” The chief’s deep voice grew dangerously soft. “Maybe you know some things that we ought to. You’re so sure it was murder, suppose you break down and let us in on it.”

Liddell grinned, shrugged. “Just guessing, Chief.” He indicated the homicide man with a toss of his head. “If you’ve got any ideas about tying me into it, your boy here can tell you that I was on the train when Nancy got it.”

“Nobody said you were in on it, Liddell,” Connors growled. “But seeing as how she was your client, maybe she told you something. Maybe she was getting you up here to put the shake on somebody, eh?”

“I haven’t seen or talked to the kid in years,” Liddell told him. “Last time I saw her she was hoofing in an upholstered sewer on 47th Street.” He took the cigar from his mouth, studied the wet end, pasted a loose leaf back with the tip of his tongue. “I’ve been working out of the Coast office for Acme for years. I kind of lost touch with her.”

“She was your client.”

“Technically. Day before yesterday she called the Acme home office. Spoke to the boss down there. Guy named Steve Baron. Asked him where she could get in touch with me. Said it was very important.” He stuck the cigar back in his mouth. “You can check all that.”

“We already have.” Chief Connors leaned his elbows on the desk. “Go on. What’d she want? What was so urgent?”

Liddell shrugged. “I don’t know—yet. I didn’t get to talk to her. Whatever she had to tell me, somebody arranged that she didn’t get around to it.”

Chief Connors snorted cynically, leaned back in his chair. He stared at the private detective through a thin veil of cigarette smoke. There was a faint wrinkle between his eyes that could have been either disappointment or relief. “Who’ve you seen since you got into town?”

“You ought to know,” Liddell grunted. “I arrived at a fleabag this town laughingly calls a hotel about two hours ago, gave my name to the clerk, and for all the action I got you’d think I yelled Bingo.” He rolled the cigar to the other side of his mouth. “For guys who are so sure the kid either jumped or fell, you’re wasting the time of a lot of homicide men.”

The expression in the chief’s washed-out eyes remained unchanged. “Just routine. Regular check on the deceased’s friends and relatives. Found a telegram from your office saying you’d arrive at the hotel tonight. Thought you might give us some reason why she did it so’s we could close the case.”

The private detective grinned. “Now that goes to show you how suspicious some people are. Here I was thinking you were just keeping me on ice so’s I couldn’t get to talk to anybody.”

Chief Connors looked hurt. His eyes rolled up toward the ceiling. “Now why should we want to do a thing like that?”

“I thought maybe you might be afraid I’d frighten off the murderer before your boys had a chance to collar him,” Liddell told him blandly.

Chief Connors’ eyes stopped taking census of the flyspecks on the ceiling. “We don’t look for murderers in a suicide, Liddell.” He looked over at Detective Sergeant Happy Lewis with what approached distaste. “Just to prove to you how co-operative we really are, I’ll let you in on something. We know it wasn’t an accident.”

Detective Sergeant Lewis looked uncomfortable. He rubbed the heel of his hand over the faint stubble on his chin, squirmed.

“It seems we have a real honest-to-god detective on the force,” Connors continued bitterly. “Go ahead, Lewis. Tell Liddell how you discovered it was suicide. Maybe he can arrange for you to get a job peeping through keyholes.”

A faint flush crept up from the homicide man’s collar. He turned to Liddell. “I didn’t think it could be an accident,” he said defiantly. “I told the coroner why and he agreed with me.”

The chief dropped his cigarette to the floor, stamped it out. He applauded sarcastically. “Go ahead, Sherlock. Tell him the rest and save him the price of a correspondence course.”

“I was there when we fished her out of the drink,” Lewis continued without looking in the chief’s direction. “She was naked. All her clothes were piled on the pier.”

“And the m.e. was willing to consider it an accident?”

“He didn’t see the body until it was in the morgue,” the sergeant explained. “I guess he took for granted it was fully dressed when we fished it out.”

Liddell nodded thoughtfully. He transferred his gaze to the police chief. “But your office was willing to write it off as an accident anyhow, eh Chief?”

“Why not?” Connors growled. “What’s the sense of branding the girl a suicide? Call it an accident and let the poor girl rest in peace. Besides, what’s the use of looking for any scandal?”

Liddell failed to be impressed. “Just like it wasn’t an accident, it wasn’t suicide.” He tossed the soggy butt of his cigar in the general direction of the wastebasket. “It was murder.” He ignored the chief’s angry growl, continued, “No doll who’s worked herself up to the state where she’s going to knock herself off takes the trouble to call in a private eye the day before she does the job.”

“Look, Liddell,” Connors’ voice was low, loaded with menace. “I tried to reason with you. You’re stubborn. Okay, I’ll put it on the line.” He pulled himself out of his chair, walked around the desk, and stood facing the private detective. “This is my town. I don’t want any private peepers coming up here fouling things up. We got enough on our hands right now without any phony murder cases. Don’t start something you can’t finish.”

Liddell nodded. “That’s good advice, Chief. Anything I start I’ll make sure to finish.”

“It could be you’ll find Waterville’s a very bad town to start stirring things up in, Liddell,” Chief Connors told him.

The private detective slid his leg off the arm of the chair, let the chair slam back on all fours with a suddenness that made Connors jump to get his toes out of the way. “Thanks for the advice, Chief.” He took his time about getting up, stood facing Connors. “Of course, if you were to make it impossible for me to look after the interests of my client, I might have to go higher.”

Connors bared his teeth in a smile that fell far short of his eyes. “I wouldn’t make it impossible for you to do anything, Liddell,” he purred. “But there might be some people in this town who wouldn’t give a damn for your higher authority.”

Liddell thought it over for a moment. “You’re telling me there might be someone in town who might try to stop me from proving Nancy Hayes was murdered?”

The chief shrugged, the phony smile frozen on his face. “That’s not all they might try to stop you from doing.”

“What else could they stop me from doing, Chief?” Liddell seemed unimpressed.

“Breathing.”


CHAPTER 2

The damp dank air of the morgue seemed to permeate through the walls to the medical examiner’s office. A thick, yellowish cloud floated around a dirty unshaded bulb set in the middle of the flyspecked ceiling.

The medical examiner, Doc Herley, was in his late thirties, and the rolls of fat under his chin testified to his lack of interest in motion of any kind. He was sitting in his big swivel chair behind his desk, his pudgy hands clasped comfortably on his paunch when Johnny Liddell walked into his office.

“I’m looking for Doc Herley,” Liddell greeted him. “That you?”

The m.e. grinned, waved him in. “You must be Liddell, the private copper. Heard you were on your way over. Glad to see you.”

“I’m Liddell all right,” Johnny told him. “Been warned by the chief that I’m a bad boy, I suppose?”

The medical examiner chuckled, disturbing the rolls of fat. “He warned me that you’re a trouble maker, hell-bent on fouling up a perfectly simple suicide.” He leaned back in his chair and with much grunting managed to hook his heel into a well-worn notch on the corner of his desk. “I don’t mind trouble, so long’s it’s not mine.”
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