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THE CAT’S MEOW

Welcome to Black Cat Weekly #47.

Another fine issue is at hand—with mysteries from Peter Lovesey (thanks to acquiring editor Barb Goffman), Laird Long (thanks to acquiring editor Michael Bracken), and classics from Christopher B. Booth, Edgar Wallace, and Nicholas Carter. (Not to mention a solve-it-yourself puzzler from Hal Charles!) On the science fiction front, we have Nisi Shawl’s excellent “Lazzrus” (thanks to acquiring editor Cynthia Ward) plus classics from George O. Smith, E.E. “Doc” Smith, and Algis Budrys.

Here’s the complete lineup:

Mysteries / Suspense / Adventure:

 

“Suicide Sleep,” by Laird Long [Michael Bracken Presents short story]

“Boxed In,” by Hal Charles [Solve-It-Yourself Mystery]

Popping Round to the Post,” by Peter Lovesey [Barb Goffman Presents short story]

“Penny Protection,” by Christopher B. Booth [short story]

Chick, by Edgar Wallace [novel]

The Sultan’s Pearls, by Nicholas Carter [novel]

Science Fiction & Fantasy:

 

“Lazzrus,” by Nisi Shawl [Cynthia Ward Presents short story]

“Firegod,” by Algis Budrys [short story]

“Robot Nemesis,” by E. E. “Doc” Smith, Ph.D. [novelet]

Pattern for Conquest, by George O. Smith [novel]

Until next time, happy reading!

—John Betancourt

Editor, Black Cat Weekly
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SUICIDE SLEEP,
by Laird Long

A bell tolled for me above the creaking door as I entered Doctor Johnson’s office. The receptionist looked up, smiled, looked down. The only other patient was an old lady in a checked babushka delivering a speech to herself. The topic was hemorrhoids.

“I have an appointment for 9:00 a.m.,” I told the receptionist.

She stuck a pen in her mouth. Her thick, pink tongue swirled lightly around the nib of the pen, then flicked back and forth across the top. She was going to be swallowing ink if she wasn’t careful. “You don’t look sick,” she said with a baking-soda smile.

I leaned on the countertop. “I’m not so much sick as frustrated,” I began, lobbing one back into her court. “You see, I bottle everything up inside, my emotions, my passions, until I’m ready to explode.” I handed her a look of despair, which she readily accepted.

“Oh,” she murmured.

A white-bearded man in a lab coat strode out of the back and interrupted our play.

“Mr. Sydney,” he informed me.

“Yes,” I replied.

“Follow me.”

We adjourned to an examination room at the end of a narrow corridor. A skeleton hung from the ceiling in one corner and medical charts covered the walls. The charts were so old that some of them still showed man with a tail.

Doctor Johnson was a tall, thin, determined-looking drink of water, with a neatly trimmed white beard and a pair of gold, wire-rimmed glasses. He looked like a man whose opinion you could trust, provided that there had been no medical advances in the last twenty years. He gestured at the examination table with a bony arm and I climbed aboard.

He looked me square in the eye and asked: “What’s the trouble?”

“Back trouble, Doc. I was doing some gardening on the weekend and it went out—I felt a twinge and it was gone. I’ve had it before. Normally I just get some muscle relaxants and that helps.”

“Hmm.”

Johnson proceeded to put me through a grueling ten-minute physical examination and exercise routine, the whole time peppering me with questions about the history of my back. I faked as much pain as I could, but I was getting the uneasy feeling that the doctor might just prescribe the truth. As I was re-buttoning my shirt, however, he finally came through and wrote out a prescription on a thick pad. He tore it off and handed it to me. Had I been an Egyptologist, I might have been able to read the hieroglyphics inscribed on it.

“That’s a prescription for a mild muscle relaxant. It should help,” he said briskly. “In the meantime, stay off your feet and get some rest. Best thing there is for a bad back.”

“Thanks, Doc,” I said.

“You can get that prescription filled at Cy’s Drugstore on McClellan,” he said.

“What about that big Ross Pharmacy on the corner? No good?”

“Cy’s been in the neighborhood for over twenty years. He’ll take care of you.” Doctor Johnson slapped me on the shoulder and pushed me out the door.

* * * *

“That goddamn, petrified, cheating, son-of-a-bitch!” Ezra Ross screamed. He banged his desk with a tiny fist. The desk took it, used to the performance.

I had told him about my mornings’ findings. He took the bad news badly.

“That bum is s’posed to refer his patients to my pharmacy! I’m paying him five hundred a month and putting his goddamn grandson through medical school!”

Ross was dressed in a blue, pin-stripe, silk suit, and a flaming-red, silk tie. A giant purple puff hung out of his breast pocket, as soft and limp as a joyboy in a cathouse.

“The State Medical Association prohibits doctor affiliations with pharmacies, doesn’t it?” I asked.

He glared at me. “Yeah, so?”

“Nothing,” I said, smiling.

He relaxed. He smiled back. His teeth were as white as a lie.

“Okay, okay,” he said. “You done good. I wanted to know if Doc Johnson was chiseling me and you found out. Now I gotta have a talk with Johnson. Good work!”

He tossed me an envelope and I caught it. Four hundred dollars for two hours work—not bad. To meet Ezra Ross was to hate him, but he paid well.

He carefully placed his manicured fingertips together and brought them up to his petulantly pursed lips. “I got another job for you, Sydney.” He grinned, and I could almost see the chunks of decent people between his teeth.

“I’m listening,” I replied.

* * * *

Mrs. Ross wasn’t hard to find. She was holding drunken court at the Hollywood Hills Hotel bar, like Mr. Ross had said. She wasn’t hard to get, either. It was dirty work, but it was work. I had done worse during the Vietnam War, although back then I had always felt like I was on the right side. Now there were no sides, only angles.

Ezra Ross had been a trained pharmacist until a personal pill problem had turned him into a small-time dope peddler. Fate intervened, however, in the pungent form of some olive-skinned types from back East. They had needed some money laundered and had found Ezra with a bar of soap. With their money and muscle, and his background, he had set up a string of legitimate pharmacies where dirty money came clean. He became an asset on society’s ledger. He soon grew political aspirations, and that made him even more popular with the spaghetti-suckers. So when Ezra bought his way onto the City Council, the push was on for the Mayor’s chair. Unfortunately, his wife was rumored to be carrying on her own personal sack race with anything in pants—not the proper soulmate for the next Mayor of Dreamdom. He couldn’t just dump her like a truckload of movie extras, however; that wouldn’t go over well with the soap opera-spellbound electorate. He had to be the sympathetic victim of deceit, and for that you needed proof. Thus, my starring role in the whole sordid picture.

I took Barbara Ross back to the Boulevard Motel on the outskirts of town. The illicit love tract was a wiseguy-financed operation. Room 104 had a motivational view of an oil derrick pumping away in the distance, and a large mirror on the wall above the bed. Shorty Johns was in the room next door—handling a fat cigar and an infra-red camera that blinked every so often.

Barbara stumbled over the threshold and fell onto the bed. “What ever shall we find to do in a room like this?” she asked gaily.

She spoke with an English accent that was as phony as her breasts. I wondered what it was like living in a house of cards.

She swam off the bed and fell into my arms. She kissed me hard, breathing fire into my cold, flaccid body. “Let’s screw,” she said. Somewhere, a camera was clicking; clicking down to the end of the Ross marriage. Ezra had gone as far as he could with a horse named Barbara. It was a new race now, and it called for a new horse.

She stepped back and unzipped her low-cut, high-priced, black evening gown. It cascaded to the floor and puddled around her feet like an ebony tear drop. She was stark raving naked except for her stilettos. She started tearing at the buttons on my shirt.

I heard the door quietly click open. Three large men and one small, perfumed man formed a line against the wall. None of them looked happy. Barbara saw them, and gasped.

“Ezra!” she screamed. She stood there in her birthday suit and the three goons ate up the free eye candy.

“I guess I’ll be going,” I said.

Barbara’s eyes flashed fire. The alcoholic mist had burned away. She slapped me hard on the cheek. “Bastard!” she hissed.

“Don’t blame Mr. Sydney, darling,” Ezra cracked, stepping out of the shadows where he belonged. “Blame yourself. Everyone will.” He smiled up at her, then smacked her across the face. He smacked her again. “You goddamn adultress!” he screamed, smacking her across the room, pinning her in a corner.

She took it stoically, probably used to it. “Maybe if you could satisfy me, I wouldn’t have to dredge the gutter for men like your friend here.” She pointed at me. Her English accent had disappeared along with my dignity. “Maybe if you weren’t butt-slamming every tight-assed Chicano—”

Ezra whacked her again. Sweat ran into the crevices of his sun-wasted face.

She just looked down at him.

“You’ve got your proof, Mr. Ross,” I said. “Why don’t you give the rough stuff a rest?” I grabbed his arm.

He stepped backwards in shock. He stared at the hand on his arm. His eyes were vacant. I let go of his arm. He was shaking like a little boy in the eye of a temper tantrum.

“No one cheats me and walks away free.” He looked at me. “Ask Doc Johnson—if you know sign language; you see both his eardrums are punctured. He could never listen to instructions too well.” He turned back to Barbara. “Poor Barbara,” he said. “One of her dirty lovers busted her up.”

Two of the goons stepped forward and grabbed my arms. I tried to break free but their grips were iron. Their faces were draped in the blank expressions I had seen on morgue attendants. I pegged one goon as Rocco Romano, a sometime bouncer at the Shark Club on Redondo. The other goon had a boulder for a head. The third guy was even bigger than the first two. He had a bodybuilder’s physique. He squeezed his huge hands into a pair of black, leather gloves and walked over to Barbara and Ezra.

I heard a car door slam outside and a motor roar to life. Shorty. He was a voyeur, not a fighter.

The big man with the black gloves gazed at Barbara’s body thoughtfully. He slowly turned his head and looked down at Ezra. “Now, Mr. Ross?” he asked politely. His voice was clinical.

“Now!” Ezra screamed.

The goon shot a right hand into Barbara’s kidney. His fist was a blur. She grunted and buckled. He straightened her up with a vicious uppercut. Her nose gushed blood. He slammed a left hook into her rib cage. Something popped. She folded over to that side. He bent at the knees and nailed her with a right to the groin. She vomited booze. He threw a hard jab into her right breast. Her body slammed against the wall with a thud. A picture of a green, peaceful mountain meadow fell off the wall and broke on the floor. She stared at me through wet, bloodshot eyes. She didn’t even have time to scream. He crushed her right eye with a left hook. A huge cut opened up on her eyebrow and a flap of skin hung down.

“Stop it!” I yelled.

Ezra didn’t even look at me. “Get rid of him!” he ordered. He stepped forward and licked some of the blood off his wife’s broken face, began to pull down his pants.

I was hustled out into the night. I was tossed in the trunk of my car and driven twenty miles down the road. I broke one goon’s nose and blackened the other’s eye when they pulled me out of the trunk. After that, I don’t remember a thing.

* * * *

Two weeks in the hospital, and I still felt sick; inside. But there was nothing more that modern medicine could do for me. As I walked out the front entrance of the hospital I was met by a beautiful fall day—bright and crisp, with a brisk, cool wind that shoveled the smog up over the mountains. I stood on the sidewalk and tried to reconcile this world with the hellish world of Room 104 of the Boulevard Motel. I bought a newspaper at the corner box. The headline yelled at me: “Barbara Ross Killed In Auto Accident!”

* * * *

I met Veronica May as she walked stiffly down the crumbling steps of St. George’s Anglican Church. I had forgotten they still had churches in LA. Her sister’s funeral had been private, with a closed casket.

“I want to talk to you about Barbara,” I said. I slipped my card into her moist hand.

“I want to talk to you, as well,” she said quietly, without stopping.

One of Ezra’s goons suddenly pulled up in a long, black limousine and jumped out. He ran around the side, opened the door, and gently pushed her in. Ezra Ross followed. He didn’t waste a look at me. The goon shut the door and roughly shoved me aside. It was Rocco. He sneered and I hit him square in the face with a left hook packed full of rage. His nose split down the middle and he flopped over backwards onto the trunk of the car. His limp body slid off the polished metal and into the gutter. His head cracked on the curb.

It’s a start, I thought, as I walked away.

* * * *

Veronica May finally came to see me a week after the funeral. She was still dressed in black. She had the same long, dark hair of her sister, but her attitude was less sure, less jaded. She was quiet and nice and decent, and she lived in Wyoming with a husband and four kids. She had trouble breathing the air in LA.

“Barbara always told me that Ezra was capable of this,” she said. Her voice was soft and warm. She was seated in a chair in front of my desk.

I lit a cigarette and stared at her. “Capable of what?”

“Murder.” She threw it at me like a grenade.

I watched smoke waft out of the end of the coffin nail and find a home in the heavens. My stomach contracted like a fist as I played back the nightmarish scene at the Boulevard Motel. “You think that he killed your sister?”

“I know it!” she said emphatically. She blushed and looked down at her purse.

“How?”

“Barbara told me that he had found out about her, um, affairs. He had her beaten up.”

It was my turn to blush.

She clasped her writhing hands together and stared at me earnestly. “She told me all about it a day before her car went off the road and into the canyon.”

“The investigators didn’t find any evidence that the car had been tampered with. They concluded it was an accident.” I crushed out the cigarette; it stunk a little just before it died.

“He killed her. I’m sure of it.” She opened her purse and took out some money. “Will you prove it for me?” She fumbled three hundred dollars onto the desktop.

I gathered it up and gave it back to her. It wasn’t much, but it was clean. What the hell was I going to do with it? “I’ll look into it,” I replied.

She took the next jet headed east and I never saw her again. I had only seen Barbara once, too.

* * * *

I poked and prodded around the blackened edges of the death of Barbara Ross, but I didn’t come up with anything usable or framable. She had smashed through a railing on a hairpin turn on the Angeles Crest Highway and crash-landed a hundred yards below on the rocky floor of a small canyon. She had earlier passed another motorist at high speed about a mile from the crash site. The night had been foggy and the road slick with rain. Visibility had been close to zero, especially when you’re wearing sunglasses to hide a pair of blackened eyes. The cops said that the car was clean and Barbara had been drinking. It was an accident.

If I was going to get Ezra Ross for literally driving his wife to her death, it would have to be outside of a court of law. But I knew that my conscience and I would never get along until the bastard had paid for the sins he had committed in Room 104 of the Boulevard Motel. I cursed the greed that had led me down the path to the Ross clan. Everything and everyone they touched was left soiled and cheapened. The only exception seemed to be Veronica—she kept her distance, and that kept her safe.

* * * *

Jesse Ulmer was a part-time actor, part-time waiter, and part-time ball player—he played with the balls of the rich boys who preferred their sex the ancient Grecian way. He was a piece of meat that sold for two hundred bucks a chewing. I gave Jesse his fee and sent him on an errand.

Shorty Johns and I eyeballed the sweaty, rear-guard action from behind the one-way glass of a mirror in Jesse’s boudoir. Jesse had crashed a fund-raising feed for Ezra Ross’s campaign, and the two had hit it off. Now, Jesse and Ezra were getting busy consummating their friendship. I chucked my guts all over Shorty, but, like a true pro, he never stopped clicking.

I anonymously sent the roll of film to some devout Catholics with swarthy complexions back east who made money the old-fashioned way—illegally. I included a note hinting that Ezra pillow-talked about business when he was getting his brownie points. A month later, I bought a newspaper that had some cheerful news for a change: “Ezra Ross Kills Himself!” I read the story and coughed up a good laugh. He was distraught over his wife’s recent death, his drugstore business was failing, he faced certain defeat in the Mayoralty run-off. It read like the boys back east wanted it to read and it was A-okay with me.

What I didn’t want to read was the letter I received from Veronica May two weeks after some bongo players had convinced Ezra he could fly. It read:

Dear Mr. Sydney,

I heard about Ezra’s death and I am relieved and grateful. Your fee is enclosed. I have to confess, however, that I lied to you. Barbara committed suicide. She phoned me, drunk, the night she died. She told me that she was sick of the life she was living. The beating was the final straw. She told me about your role in that beating. I had hoped that your guilt would force you to punish Ezra, and I guess I was right.

I’m sorry for deceiving you, but I think the cause was just.

Veronica

I burned the letter. I would have burned the money too, but it was all I had.

ABOUT THE AUTHOR

Laird Long pounds out fiction in all genres. Big guy, sense of humor. Writing credits include: Blue Murder Magazine, Hardboiled, Bullet, Sherlock Holmes Mystery Magazine, Black Cat Mystery Magazine, Pulp Literature, and stories in the anthologies The Mammoth Book of Jacobean Whodunits, The Mammoth Book of Perfect Crimes and Impossible Mysteries, and The Big Book of Bizarro. “Suicide Sleep” first appeared in the anthology Your Darkest Dreamspell, August 2009.
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BOXED IN,
by Hal Charles

When Detective Meredith McCall stepped through the doorway of the Fairfax Exhibition Hall, she was greeted by an obviously frantic young security guard.

“Detective McCall,” said the man she recognized as Sammy Watkins, “am I glad to see you.”

“My dispatcher said you called in a theft,” said Meredith calmly. “Exactly what was taken?”

“The Revere tankard,” blurted out Watkins. “Solid silver crafted by none other than Paul Revere himself. The Capital City Museum loaned it to us for this year’s Arts and Crafts Exhibit.”

“When did you notice it missing?”

“It arrived late yesterday afternoon right before we closed the hall. All the customers had left, and the exhibitors still here were shutting down their booths. I set the tankard in its display case then went up front to check everyone out before I locked up. Nobody carried anything out with them, and the hall was secure all night. When I arrived this morning, the tankard was gone.”

“Do you think the tankard might still be here somewhere?” said Meredith.

“That was my first thought,” said Watkins nervously, “but I searched high and low—nothing.”

Meredith surveyed the hall. “Who were the exhibitors still here when you closed yesterday?”

“Well, let’s see,” said Watkins. “Millie Jackson was putting her girls to bed as she says when she leaves her antique dolls for the night. And Walter Jones was sweeping up the sawdust he generates crafting those jewelry boxes of his. Oh, and Cy Dalton took forever to wash up after working on his pottery wheel all afternoon.”

“I’d better talk with those three. Maybe one of them saw something.”

Meredith found Miss Millie as she was known in Fairfax sitting amidst her “family” of exquisite antique dolls. “Meredith, my dear,” said Millie, seeing the officer approaching, “how nice of you to visit.”

“Miss Millie,” said Meredith fondly, “I don’t want to upset you, but we’ve had a robbery yesterday, and—”

“Oh dear,” said Millie.

“I was wondering if perhaps you saw anything out of the ordinary yesterday right before you left.”

“Dear, I’m afraid that my vision isn’t what it used to be, and I’ve been pretty much tethered to this booth what with my arthritis.” She gestured toward the walker at the corner of the booth.

Satisfied that Miss Millie had nothing to do with the theft, Meredith moved to the rear of the hall, where she found Walter Jones busily pushing pieces of wood through his bandsaw.

Seeing Meredith, the muscular man switched off the saw. “Detective,” said Jones in a deep baritone, “you must be here about the robbery.”

Meredith nodded.

Wiping some sawdust from his sleeve, Jones said, “Sammy’s put us all through the wringer already. See all those boxes over there? They need to go out this morning, and I still have several pieces to finish. I’m afraid I was busy back here yesterday and didn’t see anything.”

As Jones returned to his saw, Meredith headed to her left, where Cy Dalton was sitting at his pottery wheel. Covered with wet clay up to his elbows, Dalton barely looked up as Meredith stepped into his booth.

“Cy,” said Meredith, “we need to talk.”

“Make it quick. Business has been good, and I have no time for chit-chat.”

“You know about the theft.”

“Sure,” said Dalton. “Our crack security guard has been hassling everybody. He can tell you that I was in the washroom yesterday from the time I closed up my booth till I left. Now let me get back to work, I’ve got a ton of orders to fill.”

As Meredith glanced toward the stack of sealed boxes at the rear of Dalton’s booth, a troubling thought crossed her mind. All three of the potential thieves had sealed boxes ready to ship. What if the guilty one had secreted the tankard in one of the containers?

Heading back toward the front of the hall, Meredith decided to take a look at the area where the tankard had been displayed. She poked around the glass case and shelving, running her fingers slowly over the surfaces. Feeling the powdery particles between her thumb and fingers, she smiled, realizing she wouldn’t have to open all the boxes to find the tankard.

Solution

When Meredith felt the rough sawdust between her fingers, she reasoned that Walter Jones had taken the valuable tankard, unwittingly shaking telltale dust from his shirt when he opened the case. Confronted, Jones confessed and pointed out the sealed box containing the tankard.  
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POPPING ROUND TO THE POST,
by Peter Lovesey

The Barb Goffman Presents series showcases
the best in modern mystery and crime stories,

personally selected by one of the most acclaimed

short stories authors and editors in the mystery

field, Barb Goffman, for Black Cat Weekly.

Nathan was the one I liked interviewing best. You wanted to believe him, his stories were so engaging. He had this persuasive, upbeat manner, sitting forward and fixing me with his soft blue eyes. Nothing about him suggested violence. “I don’t know why you keep asking me about a murder. I don’t know anything about a murder. I was just popping round to the post. It’s no distance. Ten minutes, maybe. Up Steven Street and then right into Melrose Avenue.”

“Popping round to the post?”

“Listen up, Doc. I just told you.”

“Did you have any letters with you at the time?”

“Can’t remember.”

“The reason I ask,” I said, “is that when people go to the post they generally want to post something.”

He smiled. “Good one. Like it.” These memory lapses are a feature of the condition. Nathan didn’t appreciate that if a letter had been posted and delivered it would help corroborate his version of events.

Then he went into what I think of as his storyteller mode, one hand cupping his chin while the other unfolded between us as if he were a conjurer producing a coin. “Do you want to hear what happened?”

I nodded.

“There was I,” he said, “walking up the street.”

“Steven Street?”

“Yes.”

“On the right side or the left?”

“What difference does that make?”

According to Morgan, the detective inspector, number twenty-nine, the murder house, was on the left about a third of the way along. “I’m asking, that’s all.”

“Well, I wouldn’t need to cross, would I?” Nathan said. “So I was on the left, and when I got to Melrose—”

“Hold on,” I said. “We haven’t left Steven Street yet.”

“I have,” he said. “I’m telling you what happened in Melrose.”

“Did you notice anything in Steven Street?”

“No. Why should I?”

“Somebody told me about an incident there.”

“You’re on about that again, are you? I keep telling you, I know nothing about a murder.”

“Go on, then.”

“You’ll never guess what I saw when I got to Melrose.”

That was guaranteed. His trips to the post were always impossible to predict. “Tell me, Nathan.”

“Three elephants.”

“In Melrose?” Melrose Avenue is a small suburban back street. “What were they doing?”

He grinned. “Swinging their trunks. Flapping their ears.”

“I mean, what were they doing in Melrose Avenue?”

He had me on a string now, and he was enjoying himself. “What do you think?”

“I’m stumped. Why don’t you tell me?”

“They were walking in a line.”

“What, on their own?”

He gave me a look that suggested I was the one in need of psychotherapy. “They had a keeper with them, obviously.”

“Trained elephants?”

Now he sighed at my ignorance. “Melrose Avenue isn’t the African bush. Some little traveling circus was performing in the park, and they were part of the procession.”

“But if it was a circus procession, Nathan, it would go up the High Street where all the shoppers could see it.”

“You’re right about that.”

“Then what were the elephants doing in Melrose?”

“Subsidence.”

I waited for more.

“You know where they laid the cable for the television in the High Street? They didn’t fill it in properly. A crack appeared right across the middle. They didn’t want the elephants making it worse, so they diverted them around Melrose. The rest of the procession wasn’t so heavy—the marching band and the clowns and the bareback rider. They were allowed up the High Street.”

The story had a disarming logic, like so many of Nathan’s. On a previous trip to the post he’d spotted Johnny Depp trimming a privet hedge in somebody’s front garden. Johnny Depp as a jobbing gardener. Nathan had asked some questions, and some joker had told him they were rehearsing a scene for a film about English suburban life. He’d suggested I went round there myself and tried to get in the film as an extra. I had to tell him I’m content with my career.

“It was a diversion, you see. Road closed to heavy vehicles and elephants.”

Talk about diversions. We’d already diverted some way from the double murder in Steven Street. “What I’d really like to know from you, Nathan, is why you came home that afternoon wearing a suit that didn’t fit you.”

This prompted a chuckle. “That’s a longer story.”

“I thought it might be. I need to hear it, please.”

He spread his hands as if he was addressing a larger audience. “There were these three elephants.”

“You told me about them already.”

“Ah, but I was anticipating. When I first spotted the elephants I didn’t know what they were doing in Melrose. I thought about asking the keeper. I’m not afraid of speaking to strangers. On the whole, people like it when you approach them. But the keeper was in charge of the animals, so I didn’t distract him. I could hear the sound of the band coming from the High Street, and I guessed there was a connection. I stepped out to the end of Melrose.”

“Where the postbox is.”

“What’s that got to do with it?”

“When you started out, you were popping round to the post.”

“Now you’ve interrupted my train of thought. You know what my memory is like.”

“You were going toward the sound of the band.”

He smiled. “And I looked up, and I saw balloons in the sky. Lots of colors, all floating upward. They fill them with some sort of gas.”

“Helium.”

“Thank you. They must have been advertising the circus. Once I got to the end of Melrose Avenue I saw a woman with two children, and each of them had a balloon, and there was writing on them—the balloons, I mean, not the children. I couldn’t see the wording exactly, but I guessed it must have been about the circus.”

“Very likely.” In my job, patience isn’t just a virtue, it’s a necessity.

“You may think so,” Nathan said, and he held up his forefinger to emphasize the point. “But this is the strange thing. I was almost at the end of Melrose, and I looked up again to see if the balloons in the sky were still in sight, and quite by chance I noticed that a yellow one was caught in the branches of a willow tree. Perhaps you know that tree. It isn’t in the street. It’s actually in someone’s garden overhanging the street. Well, I decided to try and set this balloon free. It was just out of reach, but by climbing on the wall I could get to it easily. That’s what I did. And when I got my hands on the balloon and got it down, I saw that the writing on the side had nothing to do with the circus. It said Happy Birthday, Susie.”

Inwardly, I was squirming. I know how these stories progress. Nathan once found a brooch on his way to the post and took it to the police station and was invited to put on a Mickey Mouse mask and join an identity parade and say “Empty the drawer and hand it across or I’ll blow your brains out.” And that led on to a whole different adventure. “Did you do anything about it?”

“About what?”

“The happy birthday balloon.”

“I had to, now I had it in my hands. I thought perhaps it belonged to the people in the house, so I knocked on the door. They said it wasn’t theirs, but they’d noticed some yellow balloons a couple of days ago tied to the gatepost of a house in Steven Street.”

“Steven Street?” My interest quickened. “What number?”

“Can’t remember. These people—the people in Melrose with the willow tree—were a bit surprised because they thought the house belonged to an elderly couple. Old people don’t have balloons on their birthdays, do they?”

“So you tried the house in Steven Street,” I said, giving the narrative a strong shove.

“I did, and they were at home and really appreciated my thoughtfulness. All their other balloons had got loose and were blown away, so this was the only one left. I asked if the old lady was called Susie, thinking I’d wish her a happy birthday. She was not. She was called something totally unlike Susie. I think it was Agatha or Augusta. Or it may have been Antonia.”

“Doesn’t matter, Nathan. Go on.”

“They invited me in to meet Susie. They said she’d just had her seventh birthday and—would you believe it?—she was a dog. One of the smallest I’ve ever seen, with large ears and big, bulgy eyes.”

“Chihuahua.”

“No, Susie. Definitely Susie. The surprising thing was that this tiny pooch had a room to herself, with scatter cushions and squeaky toys and a little television that was playing Lassie Come Home. But the minute she set eyes on me she started barking. Then she ran out, straight past me, fast as anything. The back door of the house was open and she got out. The old man panicked a bit and said Susie wasn’t allowed in the garden without her lead. She was so small that they were afraid of losing her through a gap in the fence. I felt responsible for frightening her, so I ran into the garden after her, trying to keep her in sight. I watched her dash away across the lawn. Unfortunately I didn’t notice there was a goldfish pond in my way. I stepped into it, slipped, and landed facedown in the water.”

“Things certainly happen to you, Nathan.”

He took this as a compliment and grinned. “The good thing was that Susie came running back to see what had happened, and the old lady picked her up. I was soaking and covered in slime and duckweed, so they told me I couldn’t possibly walk through the streets like that. The old man found me a suit to wear. He said it didn’t fit him anymore and I could keep it.”

“All right,” I said, seizing an opportunity to interrupt the flow. “You’ve answered my question. Now I know why you were wearing a suit the wrong size.”

He shrugged again. He seemed to have forgotten where this had started.

It was a good moment to stop the video and take a break.

* * * *

Morgan the detective watched the interview on the screen in my office, making sounds of dissent at regular intervals. When it was over, he asked, “Did you believe a word of that? The guy’s a fantasist. He should be a writer.”

“Some of it fits the facts,” I pointed out. “I believe there was a circus here last weekend. And I know for certain that the cable-laying in the High Street caused some problems after it was done.”

“The fact I’m concerned about is the killing of the old couple at twenty-nine Steven Street, at the approximate time this Nathan was supposed to be on his way to the post.”

“You made that clear to me yesterday,” I said. “I put it to him today, and he denies all knowledge of it.”

“He’s lying. His story’s full of holes. You notice he ducked your question about having a letter in his hand?”

“Popping round to the post is only a form of words.”

“Meaning what?”

“Meaning he’s going out. He needs space. He doesn’t mean it literally.”

“I’d put a different interpretation on it. It’s his way of glossing over a double murder.”

“That’s a big assumption, isn’t it?”

“He admitted walking up the left side of Steven Street.”

“Well, he would. It’s on his way to the High Street.”

“You seem to be taking his side.”

“I’m trying to hold onto the truth. In my work as a therapist that’s essential.” I resisted the urge to point out that policemen should have a care for the truth as well.

“Are those his case notes on your desk?” Morgan said.

“Yes.”

“Any record of violence?”

“You heard him. He’s a softie.”

“Soft in the head. The murders seem to have been random and without motive. A sweet old couple who never caused anyone any grief. In a case like this we examine all the options, but I’d stake my reputation this was done by a nutter.”

“That’s not a term I use, Inspector.”

“Call him what you like, we both know what I mean. A sane man doesn’t go round cutting people’s throats for no obvious reason. Nothing was taken. They had valuable antiques in the house and over two hundred pounds in cash.”

“Would that have made it more acceptable in your eyes, murder in the course of theft?”

“I’d know where he was coming from, wouldn’t I?”

“What about the crime scene? Doesn’t that give you any information?”

“It’s a bloody mess, that’s for sure. All the forensic tests are being carried out. The best hope is that the killer picked up some blood that matches the old couple’s DNA. He couldn’t avoid getting some on him. If we had the clothes Nathan was wearing that afternoon, we’d know for sure. He seems to have destroyed everything. He’s not so daft as he makes out.”

“The suit he borrowed?”

“Went out with the rubbish collection, he says. It didn’t fit, so it was useless to him, and the old man didn’t want it back.”

“Makes sense.”

“Certainly does. We’re assuming the killer stripped and took a shower at the house after the murders and then bundled his own clothes into a plastic sack and put on a suit from the old man’s wardrobe. Very likely helped himself to some clean shoes as well.”

“I’m no forensic expert, but if he did all that, surely he must have left some DNA traces about the house?”

“We hope so. Then we’ll have him, and I look forward to telling you about it.”

“What about the other suspect?”

There was a stunned silence. Morgan folded his arms and glared at me, as if I was deliberately provoking him.

“Just in case,” I said, “you may find it helpful to watch the video of an interview I did later this morning with a man called Jon.”

* * * *

I knew Jon from many hours of psychotherapy. He sat hunched, as always, hands clasped, eyes downturned, a deeply repressed, passive personality.

“Jon,” my unseen voice said, “how long have you lived in that flat at the end of Steven Street?”

He sighed. “Three years. Maybe longer.”

“That must be about right. I’ve been seeing you for more than two years. And you still live alone?”

A nod.

“You manage pretty well, shopping and cooking and so on. It’s an achievement just surviving in this modern world. But I expect there’s some time left over. What do you enjoy doing most?”

“Don’t know.”

“Watching television?”

“Not really.”

“You don’t have a computer?”

He shook his head.

“Do you get out of the house, apart from shopping and coming here?”

“I suppose.”

“You go for walks?”

He frowned as if straining to hear some distant sound.

“Just to get fresh air and exercise,” I said. “You live in a nice area. The gardens are full of flowers in spring and summer. I think you do get out quite a bit.”

“If you say so.”

“Then I dare say you’ve met some of your neighbors, the people along Steven Street, when they’re outside cleaning their cars, doing gardening, or walking the dog. Did you ever speak to the old couple at number twenty-nine?”

He started swaying back and forth in the chair. “I might have.”

“They have a little toy dog, a Chihuahua. They’re very attached to it, I understand.”

“Don’t like them,” Jon said, still swaying.

“Why’s that? Something they did?”

“Don’t know.”

“I think you do. Maybe they remind you of some people you knew once.”

He was silent, but the rocking became more agitated. Momentarily his chin lifted from his chest, and his face was visible. Fear was written large there.

“Could this old couple have brought to mind those foster parents you told me about in a previous session, when we discussed your childhood, the people who locked you in the cupboard under the stairs?”

He moaned a little.

“They had a small dog, didn’t they?”

He covered his eyes and said, “Don’t.”

“All right,” I said. “We’ll talk about something else.”

* * * *

“You’ll get thrown out of the union, showing me that,” Morgan said. “Isn’t there such a thing as patient confidentiality?”

“In the first place, I don’t belong to a union,” I said, “and in the second, I’m trying to act in the best interests of all concerned.”

“Thinking he could kill again, are you?”

“Who are we talking about here?” I asked.

“The second man. Jon. He seems to have a thing about old people. He’s obviously very depressed.”

“That’s his usual state. It doesn’t make him a killer. I wanted you to look at the interview before you jump to a conclusion about Nathan, the other man.”

“Nathan isn’t depressed, that’s for sure.”

“Agreed. He has a more buoyant personality than Jon. Did you notice the body language? Nathan sits forward, makes eye contact, while Jon looks down all the time. You don’t see much of his face.”

“That stuff about the foster parents locking him in the cupboard. Is that true?”

“Oh, yes, I’m sure of it. I’d be confident of anything Jon tells me. He doesn’t give out much, but you can rely on him. With Nathan I’m never sure. He has a fertile imagination, and he wants to communicate. He’s trying all the time to make his experiences interesting.”

“Falling into the pond, you mean? Did you believe that?”

“It’s not impossible. It would explain the change of clothes.”

“I was sure he was talking bollocks, but now that you’ve shown me this other man, I’m less confident. I’d like to question Jon myself.”

“That won’t be possible,” I said.

He reddened. “It’s a bit bloody late to put up the shutters. I’ve got my job to do, and no one’s going to stand in my way.”

“Before you get heavy with me, Inspector, let me run a section of the second interview again. I’m going to turn off the sound, and I want you to look closely at Jon. There’s a moment when he sways back and the light catches his face.”

I rewound the tape and let it play again, fast forwarding until I found the piece I wanted, the moment I’d mentioned the old couple and Jon had started his swaying, a sure indicator of stress. “There.” I used the freeze-frame function.

Jon’s face was not quite in focus, but there was enough to make him recognizable.

“Christ Almighty,” Morgan said. “It’s the same guy. It’s Nathan.”

I let the discovery sink in.

“Am I right?” he asked.

I nodded.

“Then what the hell is going on?”

“This may be hard for you to accept. Nathan and Jon are two distinct identities contained in the same individual, a condition we know as Dissociative Identity Disorder. It used to be known as Multiple Personality Disorder, but we’ve moved on in our understanding. These so-called personalities are fragments of the same identity rather than self-contained characters. Jon is the primary identity, passive and repressed. Nathan is an alter ego—extrovert, cheerful, and inventive.”

“I’ve heard of this,” Morgan said. “It’s like being possessed by different people. I saw a film once.”

“Exactly. Fertile material for Hollywood, but no entertainment at all if you happen to suffer with it. The disturbance is real and frightening. A subject can take on any number of personality states, each with its own self-image and identity. The identities act as if they have no connection with each other. My job is to deconstruct them and ultimately unite them into one individual. Jon and Nathan will become Jonathan.”

“Neat.”

“It may sound neat, but it’s a long process.”

“It’s neat for me,” he said. “I wasn’t sure which of the two guys is the killer. Now I know there’s only one of them, I’ve got him, whatever he calls himself.”

“I wouldn’t count on it,” I said.

He shot me a foul look.

“The therapy requires me to find points of contact between the alter-personalities. When you came to me with this double murder, I could see how disturbing it would be for Jon. He carries most of the guilt. But this investigation of yours could be a helpful disturbance. It goes right back to the trauma that I think was the trigger for this condition, his ill-treatment at the hands of foster parents who happened to own a dog they pampered and preferred to the child.”

“My heart bleeds,” Morgan said, “but I have a job to do and two people are dead.”

“So you tell me. Jon thinks he may have murdered them, but he didn’t.”

“Come off it,” he said.

“Listen, please. Nathan’s story was true. He really did have that experience with the balloon and the little dog and falling in the pond. For him—as the more positive of the identities—it was one more entertaining experience to relate. But for Jon, who experienced it also, it was disturbing, raising memories of the couple who fostered him and abused him. He felt quite differently, murderous even.”

“Hold on,” Morgan said. “Are you trying to tell me the murders never happened?”

“They happened in the mind of Jon, and they are as real to him as if he cut those old people’s throats himself. But I promise you, the old couple are alive and well. I went to Steven Street at lunchtime and spoke to them. They confirmed what Nathan told me.”

“I don’t get this. I’m thinking you’re nuts as well.”

“But it’s important that you do get it,” I told him. “There’s a third identity at work here. It acts as a kind of conscience—vengeful, controlling, and ready to condemn. It, too, is convinced the murders took place and have to be investigated. Recognizing this is the first step toward integration. Do me a favor and have another look at Jon’s face. It’s still on the screen.”

He gave an impatient sigh and glanced at the image.

“Now look at this, Inspector.”

I handed him a mirror.
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PENNY PROTECTION,
by Christopher B. Booth

Christopher Belvard Booth (1889-1950) is not well remembered today. Information on his life is hard to find, and some of the information available online is wrong—such as that Booth was a pseudonym of Isabel Ostrander (another pulp writer, with whom Booth sometimes collaborated). But he had a prolific career that began in 1920 and pretty much ended by the late 1930s. Over almost twenty years, he published more than a hundred stories—and not just mysteries, but also westerns and even some mainstream stories. But as of 1940, he seems to abruptly left writing, since only a couple more stories appeared after that date. And with most pulp magazines buying all rights to stories, including the right to reprint them under other titles in other magazines, it’s entirely possible these may be reprints rather than new works.

Booth is best known as the creator of conman extraordinaire Amos Clackworthy. He concentrated on this character throughout the 1920s, publishing several books’ worth of tales in Detective Story Magazine. Together with his henchman, the Early Bird, Clackworthy raised grifting to new levels—and his targets were always those greedy, disreputable businessmen who more than deserved it. (Wildside Press’s collection, The Adventures of Mr. Clackworthy, is probably the best single volume of the Clackworthy stories available today and serves as a good introduction to the character.)

This story is a straight crime tale, though, featuring “Spike” Donlin, a petty thief looking for his big score. Now that he’s been turned on to what looks like an easy seventy-thousand-dollar frame job, he just needs the right men to pull off the caper. And he doesn't care who gets hurt along the way...

I.

Just around the corner from Clark Street is The Elite Café; if the name gives one visions of full dress suits in the evenings, polite waiters hovering deferentially, faultless silver gleaming on spotless table linen, and an orchestra screened by potted palms, a glance within and there is a shock of disillusionment. Entrance to the café is gained through one of those bars which is almost at once suspected of holding the eighteenth amendment in cautious contempt. The café itself is a long, dank room with round, wooden-topped tables, much stained and dented; once it had supported five waiters in comfort and craps money, but now the solitary bartender manages to wait upon all customers and still have ample time to reflect bitterly and profanely on the trend of the times.

“Spike” Donlin poured himself a drink of raw moonshine whisky and settled forward in his chair; the scar across his cheek, which turned flaming crimson after the fourth or fifth drink, began to take on color. The other three men—the four were the occupants of the café—stared at him expectantly.

“Got a job framed,” announced Spike in a hoarse whisper; “a seventy-thousand-dollar job. Wanna come in?”

“I’m game—if I like the lay,” said “Puggy” Horton.

“Seventy thousand, huh?” queried “Baldy” Joyce. “Sounds like a bank stickup; nothin’ doin’ for me if that’s the game.”

The youngest of the four, “Sonny” Tracy, toyed with his glass and nodded his head.

“Seventy thou’ on a four-way split listens good to me,” he said. “I’m willin’ to hear you spiel, Spike.”

“Naw, this ain’t no bank stickup,” said Spike; “that game’s been crabbed. A lotta amatoors has put the kibosh on that. All these hick banks is bein’ guarded like the subtreasury.”

“Pay roll, huh?” inquired Puggy Horton. “Well, mebbe—”

“Keep your trap closed!” said Spike growlingly. “I’m gonna spill this my way. Ever’ Thursday one of the big Chicago banks sends seventy thousand bucks out to Pullman to pay the men in the car shops. This coin is sent to a bank in Pullman in a registered mail sack, an’—”

“That hooch has went to your head, Spike,” interrupted Baldy Joyce disgustedly; “gonna rob a mail car—not for mine! I ain’t never been to Leavenworth, an’ I ain’t goin’; Joliet’s my favorite hotel. Count me O-U-T.”

“I ain’t incurred the displeasure of Uncle Sam yet, and, like Baldy, I aim to keep the same relations,” said Puggy Horton.

“Say, I’m gonna push your faces in for you if you don’t let me have my say!” roared Spike belligerently. “You can do the talkin’ when I gets through; put a padlock on your tongues for a coupla minutes, willya?”

“Go on, Spike,” encouraged Sonny Tracy eagerly; Sonny was newer to the game than the rest. He had never been in jail, and caution had not yet become a part of his nature; he saw only a fourth of seventy thousand dollars, and not the hazards which might be involved. Spike started to pour another drink, saw that the bottle contained only another stiff one and drained it.

“Huh!” he said growlingly. “I ain’t no more eager t’ meet the judge than you birds are, but I got this thing fingered out—an’ it’s easier than a shell game at a hick-town fair. Now just listen. I been studyin’ this lay for weeks. I got the tip about this dough goin’ to Pullman ever’ Thursday an’ I decides to give it the once-over. It looked so easy that I was scared of it at first, but it’s the real goods. That coin always goes to Pullman on the same train ever’ Thursday, in a registered pouch all by its lonesome. Of course that ain’t nothin’; banks is always shippin’ dough around that a way. It’s the lay at Pullman what makes us set so pretty.

“That train gets to Pullman about four o’clock in the afternoon, an’ the mail is put on a truck an’ rolled to the side of the platform. There’s an old guy about sixty what has the contract for haulin’ the mail from the depot to the Pullman post office. He’s gotta wagon with steel nettin’ around it to make the trips. He’s gotta kid about sixteen helpin’ him. Now, get this, for this is what will make it such a cinch— The station platform is about twenty feet higher’n the street, an’ there’s a metal chute leadin’ down from the platform to the place where the wagon is drawed up, waitin’. The old man is on the platform to receive the mail an’ sign for all the registered stuff; then he rolls the truck over to the chute an’ shoves in the pouches, lettin’ ’em slide down. The boy down by the wagon picks up the sacks an’ stashes ’em in the wagon, then, after mebbe five minutes or a little less, the old man comes down, an’ off they drive to the post office. They’ve been workin’ that system for six or seven years an’ ain’t had no trouble.

“Now do you guys get me?”

Three pairs of eyes, fixed upon Spike’s face in suddenly fascinated interest, showed that they did not entirely “get” him.

“Of all the dumb-bells!” said Spike impatiently. “Here’s the lowdown on how we’re gonna do it. Next Thursday we four is gonna be settin’ in a machine what our friend Sonny here is gonna ‘borrow’ for the occasion; that auto is gonna to have the engine runnin’, an’ it’s gonna be about twenty feet from where that mail wagon is standin’.

“When that little registered sack containin’ seventy thousand smackers comes slidin’ down from the platform I’m gonna step right up an’ tap that kid on the bean an’ take it away from him. Puggy is gonna be sittin’ in the machine with his gat handy in case there’s any trouble. Sonny is gonna be settin’ at the steerin’ wheel, the engine runnin’ an’ his foot on the clutch. I leaps for the runnin’ board an’ we’re off. We’ll be ten’ miles before anybody is jerry to what’s been pulled off.

“An’ we’ll pull the job in a tourin’ car. Sonny’ll swipe us another boat, a limousine, an’—”

“But I ain’t heard you say nothin’ about me,” complained Baldy; “I ain’t said I wouldn’t go in on the deal.”

“I thought you’d be speakin’ up,” said Spike grinning. “I ain’t forgot ya, Baldy; I’m gettin’ around to you.

“Baldy’s gonna be waitin’ for us in the limousine in a spot I got picked out wheres it ain’t gonna attract no attention. We’ll ditch the tourin’ car an’ finish our getaway in this swell limousine. See? The bulls’ll be lookin’ for us in a tourin’ car, an’ we rides right through Chicago, without no cops thinkin’ to stop us. Get me?”

Grave nods from two of the men and enthusiastic wags of Sonny Tracy’s head showed that this time, indeed, they got him.

“It listens good, Spike,” said Puggy with thoughtful deliberation; “the only thing is that getaway at Pullman— when we pull the job. But a guy’s gotta take them chances when it comes to grabbin’ big dough.”

“Count me in,” said Baldy, rubbing his fingers over the shiny circle on the top of his head.

“Yeah, I think you would!” interjected Puggy. “What chances are you takin’?”

“It’s some noodle you got, Spike!” said Sonny Tracy admiringly. “You want me to swipe a coupla cars, huh? Sure, that’s dead easy for me; ain’t I swiped ten in the last month? Count me in—seventeen thousand smackers! Say, that coin’s the same as in my pocket.”

“Seventeen thousand!” said Spike growlingly. “Say, how ya get that a way? Ain’t I spent four weeks figgurin’ this thing out? Fifteen thousand a piece for the three of you an’ twenty-five thousand for me—that’s how this jack’s gonna be split. See?”

And Spike’s heavy jaw shot belligerently forward, challenging any of them to question the fairness of this cut. With silent glares of protest Spike Donlin’s satellites accepted the master’s decree on the division of the spoils.

II.

The day was propitious; a leaden sky threatened rain. Spike Donlin was pleased, for men of devious ways instinctively shrink from the sunlight and feel safest in the shadows. There were perhaps a hundred people on the station platform at Pullman, waiting for the four o’clock train. This did not concern Spike; his mind was busy sizing up the situation in the street below the platform as he leaned against the side of the touring car, waiting.

Sonny Tracy had shown discrimination and judgment in stealing an automobile. The eight-cylinder engine purred smoothly, almost noiselessly, and Sonny sat ready at the steering wheel, a pair of goggles masking his features. Puggy Horton, clad in a gray linen duster, automobile cap drawn low over his forehead, and his face smeared with dust, was in the tonneau, and there was nothing in his apparently listless attitude to give hint that his right hand closed about the butt of an automatic, and that three other loaded weapons lay at his feet under the auto robe.

And Spike Donlin, likewise wearing a duster, his of pongee, seemed waiting for some one to arrive on the train; the loose folds of his long coat disguised the tenseness of his muscles as his fingers clutched at the short blackjack in his pocket. The trio, one would have surmised had they bothered to notice them at all, had been on a long tour over dusty roads. The grime on their faces well served the purpose of masks, and the gloom of the sunless sky added to the difficulty of any one later giving a coherent description.

There were half a dozen other automobiles parked near the platform and twenty feet from the bandit car stood the horse-drawn mail wagon. A boy of sixteen or so, slim and unmuscular, sat in the driver’s seat, waiting for the arrival of the train; the youth lolled lazily, his hands in his pockets.

“It’s a pipe, Spike,” whispered Puggy Horton; “I never seen nothin’ so easy.”

“Some nifty little job, I’ll say,” returned Spike with a grin. He leaned over to Sonny and gave him final instructions; the passenger train was thundering into the station.

“When the first of them pouches come slidin’ down, kid, let the car drift down near the mail chute,” he said tersely. “It ain’t gonna take me more’n a coupla seconds, an’ when I holler ‘let ’er go,’ shoot in the juice—an’ fly. Get me?”

Sonny Tracy nodded as his hands tightened about the steering wheel; his goggles hid the excited glitter of his eyes. The train came to a grinding halt beside the platform above, and the boy on the mail wagon climbed down and took up his usual position in front of the open end of the mail chute.

“It’ll be about five minutes,” said Spike to Puggy; “the old man has to sign for the registered sacks, an’ he moves slow. When he starts ’em down they come almost all together.”

“Don’t—don’t get the wrong sack,” cautioned Puggy; “there’s likely t’ be more’n one.”

“I’m runnin’ that part of it,” reproved Spike. “That coin is always in a little sack by its lonesome; there’s a big sack for the rest of the registered stuff. I ain’t been watchin’ this place for nothin’.”

The minutes crept past and Sonny Tracy nervously let his foot down on the throttle, racing the motor.

“Cut it out!” warned Spike. “Don’t attract no attention, y’fool!”

Half a block away incoming passengers began to descend the stairs from the platform to the street; the locomotive got away with a steam-hissing start. Spike’s leg muscles tightened for the spring forward and Puggy Horton cautiously released the safety catch on the automatic which nestled within his perspiring palm.

On the platform above the old man who handled the mail shouted down the chute to the waiting boy below.

“Ready, Jim?” he hollered. “Here they come, Jim!”

“All right. Uncle Charley; let ’em slide!”

Down the metal track of the chute shot the first of the mail sacks—the registered pouch, less than three feet long and containing seventy thousand dollars in currency. As Spike Donlin leaped forward his hand came from his pocket with the blackjack. The boy, the precious pouch in his hands as he turned to toss it into the mail wagon, caught sight of the man hurling toward him in a final spring and threw up his hands defensively. Down came Spike’s blackjack, catching the youngster on the shoulder as his head dodged to one side; it was a heavy blow, dealt with all the strength of Spike’s muscular arm, and the boy went down with a cry of pain. Spike picked up the sack which had fallen to the ground and leaped to the running board of the car which was now alongside.

“Let ’er go!” he shouted to Sonny, and the eight-cylinder motor leaped forward. Spike flung himself into the tonneau beside Puggy with a gasp of relieved suspense.

“We made it!” he cried exultantly.

* * * *

Behind them the boy, his arm dangling from a fractured shoulder, was screaming his almost incoherent story of the robbery and the loss of the registered pouch. The first to reach the lad and to understand what had happened was a Pullman detective. The plainclothes man, after one quick glance at the fleeing bandit car, leaped for a private automobile which was making its leisurely way from the station.

“I’m commandeering this car!” he shouted. “It’s a mail stick up; follow that touring car in front—and drive like the devil!”

Spike Donlin took his knife and ripped open the mail pouch. Puggy leaned forward eagerly, fearful that they had gotten the wrong sack.

“It’s the goods!” he exclaimed as Spike began to draw forth the fat packages of currency. “I was afraid—”

“Say! Gimme credit for knowin’ what I was doin’,” interrupted Spike. “There it is just like I knowed it would be—an’ a clean getaway!”

Puggy glanced back, and then he gripped Spike’s arm.

“Look! They’re after us!”

Spike Donlin stared back through the cloud of dust and his lips tightened.

“I didn’t expect that,” he admitted grimly, “but I was ready for it.” From his pocket he produced a box of large tacks and bent nails; leaning over the back of the car he began to strew them along the road behind.

“That’ll stop ’em. Some noddle I got on me, huh? Clever stuff, Puggy; clever stuff.”

“But that boat’s gainin’ on us!” muttered Puggy and, leaning forward, he screamed a warning in Sonny Tracy’s ear.

“Give ’er the gas!” he shouted. “They’re after us!” Sonny jerked his head forward, a sign that he understood, and coaxed a little more speed from the racing eight cylinders.

“Must of been a cop close,” grunted Spike. “Well, they won’t come far; them tacks an’ nails will hand ’em a blowout in a minute.”

But the pursuing car plunged on with unabated speed and Puggy groaned.

“Throw out some more tacks!” he urged.

Spike shook his head; the tack box was empty.

“Must have solid-rubber tires,” he said. “But it’s just as well, Puggy; so long as they keep comin’, they ain’t gonna have no time to stop and phone ahead. We’re holdin’ our own, an’ when we get to Chi, I gotta little trick for ’em.”

On toward the city swept the two cars, less than a mile apart. Although Sonny Tracy coaxed the throttle to its utmost the pursuers clung behind like a shadow, first gaining a few yards and then losing it, only to gain it again. It began to rain and, a few miles farther, the dust was reduced to a dangerous coating of mud, calling upon all of Sonny’s ingenuity as a driver to keep from skidding.

And they had reached the city streets when one of the eight cylinders began to falter, slightly checking the speed; the car behind began to creep nearer, so near that they could hear the unmuffled roar of the pursuing motor.

“They got us!” gasped out Puggy, his face strained and anxious, but Spike showed no concern.

“We’re all to the mustard now, Puggy!” he exulted. “We got ’em hooked. Once we leave ’em behind now they won’t be able to follow us in the city; they won’t know what street we’ve taken.”

“But we ain’t leavin’ ’em behind!” wailed Puggy. “They’re gainin’! on us, Spike; they’re gainin’! I tell the world I’m gonna shoot it out with ’em.”

“Keep your mitts off’n that gun,” warned Spike; he leaned forward until his lips were against Sonny Tracy’s ear.

“Drive to Mulberry Street!” he commanded. “Get me? Mulberry Street!”

Sonny nodded vigorously and did his best with the good seven cylinders as he swung the car westward, toward that congested district of tenements and hovels near the stockyards. Mulberry Street is a thoroughfare of poverty and hopelessness; the most of it is lined with frame three-story tenements and mean, dingy cottages. Children are as thick on Mulberry Street as the flies which menace their health and interrupt their sleep; they swarm the sidewalks and overflow to the street itself, ragged, pathetic, soiled urchins with pinched faces and hungry eyes. Spike Donlin knew Mulberry Street; he had been born there.

“Here’s where I play the trump,” declared Spike. “Twenty more blocks an’ we’ll be where Baldy is waitin’ for us with that limousine.” He glanced behind; the police car was creeping nearer—a little more and it would be in shooting distance. Sonny Tracy, shoulders humped over the steering wheel, was doing his best.

“They got us, Spike; they got us!” mumbled Puggy.

“Shut up!” yelled Spike as he pulled a canvas sack from his pocket. “This’ll stop ’em; good noodle I got, huh?” Puggy bent over; the sack was filled with pennies. “I wasn’t expectin’ no race like this,” added Spike, “but I was ready for it; good noddle work, Puggy.”

They had reached the most congested part of Mulberry Street; Sonny kept the siren screaming as the car plunged on, rocking violently over the uneven paving stones. Spike Donlin leaned over the back of the car and with a shout to attract the hordes of children who clogged the sidewalks on either side, began to shovel out the pennies and toss them to the street; he stretched out the stream of copper coins until the trail of pennies reached for more than a block.

Instantly Mulberry Street was transformed into a mob of fighting children, pushing, screaming, clawing urchins to whom five pennies meant an ice-cream cone and one an all-day sucker, both almost unknown childish luxuries in Mulberry Street; for a block they stretched in their mad battle for the coins.

“I gotcha, Spike; I gotcha!”

“Clever stuff,” answered Spike as he sank back into the seat. “It’ll take that car an hour to get through that street now. The only way they can foller us for the next twenty minutes is to do wholesale murder. We’re in the clear now—seventy thousand an’ a clean getaway!”

Puggy Horton gave a hoarse sigh of relief.

Sonny Tracy, hands frozen to the steering wheel, his narrowed eyes upon the road knew nothing of what had happened behind; still he urged from the motor every possible ounce of speed. The street was narrow; ahead of him, drawn to the side of the curb, was a coal truck with just a bare clearance for the onrushing bandit car—and then, suddenly, a child darted into the path of the speeding vehicle.

Sonny’s foot lifted from the throttle feed and the other trod down upon the brake pedal; his arms gave the steering wheel a mighty twist which sent the front wheels plunging over the curbing; the car leaped over the sidewalk, crashed through a high board fence as if it had been paper, and hurtled down a sheer incline of twenty feet to the sunken vacant lot below. The machine landed, radiator first, into the spongy ground and toppled over, pinning all three men beneath the wreckage.

Puggy Horton lay limp, but breathing, as Spike Donlin gritted his teeth to fight back his cries of pain from a broken leg and cursed under his breath, wild, insane oaths of pain and rage; his fingers, clawing wildly at the soft earth in a frantic effort to dig himself out, touched one of the fat bales of currency, but his only thought now was escape—an escape which was impossible. Sonny Tracy, three ribs crushed in where his body had been hurled against the steering wheel, weakly tried to stanch the blood which poured from his cheek where the broken glass from the wind shield had cut a bone-deep furrow.

Help came quickly; a patrolman led a small army of volunteers who lifted up the car and dragged out the three injured men. Spike Donlin, cursing anew, turned to Sonny Tracy with a snarl of rage.

“A clean getaway—an’ you hadda do this!” he bellowed. “What the devil happened to you?”

Sonny gasped for voice.

“I couldn’t help it. Spike; honest I couldn’t help it,” he pleaded. “I hadda turn out, Spike; I hadda turn out. The street was narrow, an’—there was a truck on one side, an’—an’ a kid run out in front, right in front of me, Spike, an’—it was turn out or hit the kid; I hadda wreck the car, Spike. There weren’t no other way t’ keep from hittin’ the kid.”

“You—you blowed seventy thousand bucks—to keep from runnin’ down one of them Mulberry Street brats!” cried Spike in disgust. “Y’fool, you’ve let us all in for a twenty-year stretch!”

“I didn’t stop t’ figger it out, Spike,” said Sonny. “All I see was the kid, an’ that I was about t’ run it down. Mebbe if it had been a man, it would’ve been different; mebbe I wouldn’t’ve turned out, but a kid, Spike—I couldn’t do it.”

Spike Donlin groaned partly in pain, partly in dazed realization that the very thing upon which he had relied to make good the getaway—the instinctive protection of children—had trapped him.

“No, I couldn’t do it, Spike,” Sonny was repeating. “I got one of ’em at home.”
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The claim is encountered variously: Once upon a time Edgar Wallace novels made up 25% of all books, including Bibles, sold in 1) Great Britain 2) the English-speaking world 3) the entire world. Whatever is true, it is certain that Wallace (1875-1932) was one of the most prolific and successful writers of all time. He was born into poverty, left school at 12, and worked a variety of jobs until he became a newspaper reporter, not always a successful one, apparently, because several lawsuits resulted from the inaccuracy of his reporting. In the course of his reporting career, he was a war correspondent during the Boer War and traveled to the Congo to report on Belgian atrocities there. 
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CHAPTER 1

CHICK

MR. JONAS STOLLINGHAM was station-master, head porter, local switchman, ticket-collector, and dispatch clerk at Pelborough Halt. He was also Chief of the Information Bureau. He was an aged man, who chewed tobacco and regarded all innovation as a direct challenge to Providence. For this reason he spoke of aeroplanes, incubators, mechanical creamers, motor-cars, and vaccination with a deep growling “Ah!” Such intangible mysteries as wireless telegraphy he dismissed as the invention of the newspapers.

Jonas knew most of the happenings which had occurred within twenty-five miles of Pelborough Halt during the past forty-seven years. He could tell you the hour and the day that Tom Rollins was run over by a hay-cart, and the number of eggs laid at Poolford Farm on a record day. He knew the Vicar’s family skeleton, and would rattle the same on the slightest encouragement.

He had had time in his life to form very definite ideas about most subjects, since only four trains stopped at Pelborough Halt on week-days and half that number on Sundays.

It was a cold, moist Sunday in January that the 10.57 “up” discharged a solitary passenger, and Jonas moved toward him with a gathering frown.

“Where’s your ticket?” he demanded.

The passenger, who carried no baggage, dived into the pockets of his worn overcoat, and, increasing the pace of his search till Jonas could hardly follow his movements, he patted and prodded successively his trousers, waistcoat, and jacket pockets.

“If you ain’t got a ticket, you’ve got to pay,” said the hopeful Jonas. “You ain’t supposed to keep me waiting here all day. I’m only doing the company a favour by being here at all on Sunday.”

He was disappointed when the young man produced a piece of pasteboard, and scrutinized it suspiciously as the train moved out.

“Date’s all right,” he confessed.

“Mr. Stollingham—er—is my—er—uncle well?”

Mr. Stollingham fixed his steel-rimmed spectacles nearer his eyes.

“Hullo!” he greeted. “Mr. What’s-your-name?”

“Beane,” murmured the youth apologetically. “Charles Beane. You remember I was here for a month.”

“I know ye.”

Jonas chewed accusatively, his rheumy eyes on the passenger.

“The old doctor ain’t well.” He emphasized the negative with some satisfaction. “Lots of people round here don’t think he’s all there.” He tapped his forehead. “He thinks he’s a dook. I’ve known fellows to be took off to the lunytic asylum for less. Went down to Parliament last month, didn’t he?”

“I believe he did,” said “Chick” Beane. “I didn’t see him.”

“Asked to be made a lord! If that ain’t madness, what is it?”

“It may be measles,” said Chick gravely. “The doctor had an attack last year.”

“Measles!” The contempt of Jonas was always made visible as well as audible. “We don’t like your uncle’s goings-on; it’s bringin’ the village down! If a man’s a lord, he’s born so. If he ain’t, he ain’t. It’s the same with these airyplanes. Was we intended to fly? Was we born with wings? Suppose them crows over there started to chew terbaccer like a human bein’, wouldn’t the law stop it?”

“But chewing tobacco isn’t human, Mr. Stollingham—it’s nasty! Good morning!”

He left the station-master gazing after him with a baneful stare.

Charles Beane had never had any other name than “Chick.” It had been given to him as a child by one of his father’s “helps.”

For Chick was born at Grafton, in the State of Massachusetts, whither his male parent had gone as a young man to seek the fortune which rural England had denied to a gentleman-farmer. There he had married and died two years after his wife, and Chick, at the age of seven, had been brought to England by an aunt, who, on passing from this world to a better, had left him to the care of another aunt.

Chick saw life as a panorama of decaying aunts and uncles. Until he was fifteen he thought that mourning was the clothing that little boys were, by the English law, compelled to wear. Hence, too, he took a cheerful view of dissolution which often sounded callous. He had the kindest of hearts, but he who had seen the passing of mother and father, three aunts, one uncle, and a cousin, without human progress being perceptibly affected, could hardly take quite so serious a view of such matters as those to whom such phenomena are rare.

Chick appeared a little more than medium height and slight. Both impressions were deceptive. His trick of bending forward when he spoke gave him the slightest stoop, and his loose carriage favoured the illusion. Nor was he deaf; that strained look and bent head was his apology for troubling people with his presence and conversation. This also was innocent and unconscious deception. Many people mistook his politeness for humility, his fear of hurting people’s feelings for sheer awe and shyness.

He was not shy, though few believed this. His characteristic was a certain bald frankness which could be disconcerting. The art which is comprehended in the word “diplomacy” was an esoteric mystery to him. He was painfully boyish, and the contours of the face, the rather high cheek-bones, the straight small nose, the big forehead and the baby-blue eyes, no less than his untidy yellow hair, belonged to the sixth form, though the average boy of the sixth is better acquainted with a razor and lather brush than was Chick.

The way to Pelborough Abbey lay through the village of that name. The bell of the parish church was tolling mournfully, and in consequence the straggling street was as crowded as could be. He walked quickly past the curious worshippers and turned into the dilapidated gate of the Abbey, a large and ugly cottage which at some time had been painted white. Once a veritable abbey had stood on the very spot where Josephus Beane had laid the foundations of his house. A few blocks of masonry, weed-covered and weathered, until the very outlines of the dressing had vanished, remained to testify to the labours of the forgotten monks.

An untidy servant opened the door and smirked at the visitor.

“He’s in bed,” she said cheerfully. “Some say that he’ll never get out again. But, lor, he’s always makin’ people liars. Why, last winter he was took so bad that we nearly got a doctor to him!”

“Will you tell him I’m here, please?” said Chick gently.

The room into which he was ushered was on the ground floor, and normally was Dr. Beane’s library. The walls were hidden behind bookshelves; a large and aged table was literally piled with papers, pamphlets, and deed-boxes, books and scattered manuscript. Over the mantelpiece was a brilliant coat-of-arms which always reminded Chick of a public-house sign.

Into this literary workshop had been insinuated a narrow high bed with four polished posts and a canopy. Supported by large pillows, the slips of which had not been changed for a week, lay a man of sixty-five—a grim, square-jawed, unshaven man, who, with a stiff cardboard pad on his doubled-up knees, was writing as Chick appeared.

The invalid’s face took a turn for the worse at the sight of the figure in the doorway.

“Oh, it’s you, is it?” he growled.

Chick came cautiously into the room and put his hat down on a chair.

“Yes, sir, it’s me. I hope you’re better.”

The old doctor snorted and shifted in his bed.

“I suppose you know I’m not long for this world, eh?” he scowled up under his tremendous eyebrows. “Eh?” he repeated.

“No, sir, I don’t think you are,” said Chick agreeably, “but I’m sure a gentleman of your experience won’t mind that?”

Dr. Beane swallowed and blinked.

“I am very glad you are alive today, sir,” Chick hastened to add, feeling that perhaps he had better say all the nice things he could think of whilst he had the opportunity.

“You are, are you?” breathed the doctor.

“Oh, yes, sir,” Chick was eager to help. “I don’t, of course, like coming to Pelborough, because you are usually so very disagreeable, owing, I often think, to your age and your—er—infirmity.”

He looked down at the speechless invalid with solemn eyes.

“Were you ever crossed in love, sir?”

Dr. Beane could only stare.

“One reads in books that such things happen, though, of course, it may be sheer invention on the part of the novelists, who aren’t always quite correct in their facts—unintentionally, I am sure—”

“Will you shut up?” bellowed the sick man. “You’re annoying me, sir! You’re exasperating me, sir! Confound you, I’ll outlive you, sir, by twenty years!”

The old man almost hissed the words, and Chick shook his head.

“I am sure it is possible,” he agreed, “but of course it is against the law of average—we know a great deal about that in the insurance business. Are you insured, sir?”

Dr. Beane was sitting bolt upright in bed now, and he was terribly calm.

“Boy,” he said awfully, “I am not insured.” And Chick looked grave.

“One ought to insure,” he said; “it is the most unselfish thing one can do. One ought to think of one’s relations.”

“Confound you, sir! You’re my only relation!” wailed the doctor.

Chick was silent. That idea had never struck him.

“Isn’t there anybody who is fond of you?” he asked, and added regretfully: “No, I suppose there isn’t.”

Dr. Beane swung his legs out of bed.

“Get out, sir—I’m going to dress, sir—into the garden—go to the devil!”

Chick did not go into the garden. It was cold out of doors. He went instead to the big vaulted kitchen, where Anna, cook and housekeeper to the doctor for twenty-five years, was preparing the invalid’s midday meal.

“How did you find him, sir?” asked Anna. She was a stout, heavy woman, who breathed with difficulty.

“I found him in bed,” said Chick. “Could you make me some coffee, please?”

Anna filled the kettle and put it on the fire, shaking her head.

“It’s my opinion, Mr. Charles, that this here lord nonsense is killing the old gentleman—”

There was a furious ring of the bell, and Anna waddled from the kitchen, to return with a face expressive of amazement.

“He’s up,” she gasped, “and he wants you, Mr. Charles—” Here the bell rang again, and Chick bolted back to the library.

The doctor was sitting up in an armchair before the fire. Placed within reach were those familiar scrap-books, the contents of which poisoned one summer holiday for him.

“Come in! What did you run away for? I suppose that’s the infernal American blood in your system—never still! Never in repose! Hustle, hustle, hustle!”

Chick opened his mouth to protest against a desire for rapid movement of any kind, and shut it again.

“Sit down!” The doctor pointed fiercely at a chair. “You know that I’ve been fighting these brainless Law Lords over the peerage? Of course you know it—the newspapers have been full of it! We shall have the Lords’ decision in a week. The scoundrels!”

Dr. Beane had spent thirty years of his life in a vain endeavour to establish his claim to the extinct Marquisate of Pelborough. He had dissipated a handsome competence in lawyers’ fees, genealogical researches, and had not hesitated at demanding from the Home Secretary an exhumation order to test a theory. The Secretary of State had shown less hesitation in refusing. It was Dr. Beane’s hobby, his obsession, his one life passion. Chick groaned within himself. The one hope he had cherished was that the precarious condition of his uncle’s health would have precluded all possibility of argument on the doctor’s fatal illusion.

Dr. Beane lifted up and opened one of the large scrap-books.

“The basis of the claim is the relationship of Sir Harry Beane to Martha, the Countess of Morthborough. Is that clear to you?”

“No, sir,” said Chick patiently, but truthfully.

“Then you’re a fool, sir!” thundered the invalid. “You’re a dolt and a dunderhead! It’s that infernal American blood in you, sir—nothing more or less! Do you understand that the Countess of Morthborough was a sister of Sir Harry Beane, who died in 1534?”

“I’m sure you’re right, sir,” said Chick handsomely.

“That is the crux of the whole problem.” Dr. Beane tapped the scrap-book violently. “Martha, Countess of Morthborough, had two daughters. Do you know what she did with ’em?”

“Sent them to school, sir?” suggested Chick. At first he had it on the tip of his tongue to say, “Poisoned them,” because that was the sort of thing that unnatural parents did to their children in the Dark Ages.

“Sent them to school!” sneered the doctor. “No, you jackass! She married ’em off to the two sons of the Marquis of Pelborough. Jane, the eldest daughter, died without issue; Elizabeth, the younger, had a son, who eventually became Marquis of Pelborough.”

The room was warm, and Chick experienced a pleasant sensation of ease and restfulness. He closed his eyes.

“…upon that fact I argued my claim to the House of Lords…”

“Certainly,” murmured Chick.

It was summer, and the doctor’s garden was a patchwork of gorgeous colours. And Gwenda was walking with him.…

“My father often said— Confound you, sir, you’re asleep!”

It was by the most amazing effort of will that Chick opened his eyes.

“I heard you, sir,” he said a little huskily. “One was called Jane, and one was called Elizabeth. They both married the Marquis of Beane.”

Ten minutes later he was on his way to Pelborough Halt, ejected with a fury and originality of expletive that had jerked him wide-awake. A providential ejection as it proved, for the railway times had been altered, and Chick had to sprint, or he would have lost the only down train of the day.

Jonas thrust him into a third-class carriage with unnecessary violence.

“You ain’t stayed long?” he said inquiringly. “Ain’t your uncle bright enough to see you?”

“Oh, yes, Mr. Stollingham,” said Chick, as the train began to move; “he’s very bright—very!”

He sank back into the seat of the carriage with a long sigh of relief, and gave himself up to the real problem of life—a problem which centred about the future of Mrs. Gwenda Maynard. The more urgent was this problem since the last time he had seen her—which was on the previous night—it was as she was coming out of Mrs. Shipmet’s room with a queer drawn look in her face.

Mrs. Shipmet called her own drawing-sitting-room her “senctum,” and for quite a long time Chick thought that “senctum” was French for “counting-house.” It was in the “senctum” that the boarders paid their just debts, a ceremony which was enveloped in an atmosphere of mystery, largely due to the child-like credulity of Mrs. Shipmet’s paying guests, all of whom cherished the illusion that they had been received on terms which, in comparison with their fellow-boarders, were ruinously favourable.

Since they had pledged themselves to secrecy, at Mrs. Shipmet’s serious request, and also, presumably, because they feared that the disclosure of the lady’s philanthropy was liable to cause a riot, if it were revealed, the weekly ritual of settlement was carried out behind closed doors.

“May I see you a moment, Mrs. S.?” a boarder would ask in low tones.

“Certainly, Miss G. Will you step into the senctum?”

And the door would close behind them, and Mrs. Shipmet would stand smiling inquiringly, one hand, waist-high, resting upon the palm of the other.

And when the boarder produced his purse, Mrs. Shipmet would start in surprise, as though sordid money was the last thing in the world she was expecting to hear about. Nevertheless, she would take the cash, though she invariably said:

“Oh, but you shouldn’t have troubled; to-morrow would have done. H’m!”

She always said “H’m!” at the end of things.

The ritual which was observed in the senctum was one of two varieties, either that which has been described, or else…

Picture Mrs. Shipmet with an expressionless face, save that her eyebrows were unusually arched; imagine a slow inclination of the head, such as a judge will sometimes give when a murderer says “Not guilty!” and at the end…

“I’m awfully sorry, Mr.—er”—she always forgot their names in these circumstances—“but my expenses are very heavy, and I have a big bill to meet on Monday, and I’m afraid I must ask you to vacate your room.”

From such an interview had Gwenda Maynard come on the Saturday night.
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