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THE CAT’S MEOW, by the Editor

Welcome to the second issue of Black Cat Weekly, which has an official release date of September 12, 2021.

The Black Cat has been around for almost four years now as a web site, serving up a buffet of fine fiction to thousands of readers through bcmystery.com. Rather than continue to release all these novels and stories as individual ebooks, we have decided to bundle them up into a convenient weekly magazine…which is a lot more fun to work on! And you will be able to find it more easily under the Black Cat Weekly banner at your favorite ebook store. (Like your fiction in smaller chunks? Don’t worry, we will continue to release most of the contents as standalone ebooks, too.)

This time we have 10 works of fiction, four mystery shorts and a mystery novel, and four science fiction shorts and a fantasy novel.

There’s something here for everyone to enjoy, whether you’re a fan of traditional mysteries, psychic detectives (in the case of Frank Lovell Nelson’s Carlton Clarke series, a telepathic detective, the second of 12 rare stories he published in 1908). Looking for more modern detection? We have that, too. And if your taste runs to the fantastic, we also have Arabian Nights fantasy (complete with genie), and some great modern and classic science fiction.

Happy reading!

—John Betancourt

Editor & publisher

 


NEXT ISSUE!

Next issue features another great selection of novels and short stories, including The Man from Scotland Yard, a classic mystery novel by Zenith Brown (who wrote as Leslie Ford and David Frome).

PLUS

The third story in the Carlton Clarke detective series.

PLUS

Another Hal Charles mystery short you can solve yourself.

PLUS

Fantasic stories by A.R. Morlan and Lester del Rey.

PLUS

A lot more cool stuff.

DON’T MISS IT!


IT’S A MAD, MAD, MAD, MAD GIRL! by Jeff Cohen

A Comedy Tonight Mystery
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The Barb Goffman Presents series showcases modern
masterpieces of mystery, crime, and suspense selected by
acclaimed mystery author and editor Barb Goffman.

Thursday

The Miracle of Morgan’s Creek (1944) and Baby Daddy (last week)

“Elliot, I’m not going to name my child ‘Harpo.’” Sharon gave me the same look she’d flashed when I first suggested she should pay me alimony in our divorce. I’d won that argument, but I wasn’t optimistic about this one.

We were standing—well, I was standing; Sharon had lowered herself into an old armchair I’d placed near the snack bar—in the lobby of Comedy Tonight, two hours before we’d open our doors to the steamy hot air of Midland Heights, New Jersey. The “air conditioning” in the theater, which was probably the prototype for the original Fedders model, was operating, but didn’t want to be obvious about it. Sharon, her belly swollen to watermelon-sized proportions, was not going to be an easy sell.

“It’s an homage to a respected artist who had a major influence on the baby’s father,” I said. Sharon and I were no longer married, but we had equal claims on the child she was carrying. Of course, possession being nine-tenths of the law, I felt a little disadvantaged at the moment.

Sharon shook her head. “No, it’s a silly name that’s going to cause the baby misery and humiliation for life.” She got a wicked smile on her face. “Besides, what if the baby’s a girl?”

“That’s the beauty of it,” I answered, having anticipated that one. “You can still use it. Oprah used it for her production company.”

“Because it’s ‘Oprah’ spelled backward,” Sharon pointed out.

“No. ‘Oprah’ is ‘Harpo’ spelled backward.”

“It’s Plan B, then,” she said.

Luckily we were interrupted, because I couldn’t immediately figure out what “Groucho” spelled backward would be (don’t do it; it’s unpronounceable). Jonathan Goodwin, our tall, skinny ticket taker/general staff member, had taken time out from his constant regimen of gazing soulfully into the eyes of Sophie Beringer, our manager (I’d recently promoted Sophie from snack bar—it’s a long story), his girlfriend. He shuffled over to where I was standing and mumbled my name.

“What is it, Jonathan?” He had the same hangdog expression he always wore, except when looking at Sophie. Not that you could really tell what his expression might be—Jonathan tends to study the carpet when communicating with people.

“Sophie says I’m ready to solo on the soda machine,” he said. Sophie had been teaching him the intricacies of the snack bar slowly and patiently (for Sophie), in anticipation of him taking over for her when she began attending classes at Princeton in the fall.

I glanced at Sharon, who gave me a look that urged some compassion for the boy. Jonathan can be exasperating, but his knowledge of classic comedy is greater even than mine, and that’s saying something. It makes him an asset in an all-comedy movie theater. So I heeded Sharon’s look and smiled my most encouraging smile.

“That’s great, Jonathan,” I told him. “Congratulations.”

Over his right shoulder, I could see Sophie at the snack bar, watching with anticipation and trying not to look like she was watching.

“Do you want to come see?” Jonathan asked, gesturing toward the snack bar.

Sharon nodded at me almost imperceptibly.

“Sure,” I said. And I followed him the fifteen feet to the snack bar as Sharon settled back into the chair and sighed.

Jonathan concentrated heavily as he poured syrup into the soda machine. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Sophie, hands to her mouth, watching him intently, nodding her head a little when he stopped pouring at the right moment. Not too sweet. He turned the valve to open the flow of CO2 that carbonated the water to the spigot.

He looked at me. “What’ll it be, sir?” he asked.

It took me a moment to realize he was talking to me, because I’m not used to having Jonathan look me straight in the eye. “Um... Diet Coke,” I said after a pause.

But the voice at my right shoulder distracted me. “Mr. Freed,” said Anthony Pagliarulo, my invaluable projectionist (invaluable because he’s the only person who can coax a smooth performance out of our ancient, cranky projector). “Do you mind if I come in an hour late tomorrow?”

The fact was I didn’t mind, but Anthony hadn’t asked for time off since I’d met him, the first week I was renovating what had been the Rialto and was turning it into Comedy Tonight. Anthony had been so eager to work in the theater he’d practically lived there the first two months, bringing the dinosaur of a projector back to life lovingly and painstakingly, and then recruiting seven of his Rutgers University classmates to haul the monster up into our (then) brand-new projection booth. So time off was certainly not an unreasonable request, but an unusual one.

“Why do you need the time, Anthony?” I asked.

His cheeks puffed out, embarrassed. “I don’t have to,” he said. “I can work it out.”

“No, I don’t mind. I’m just wondering.”

“I need to work on my screenplay,” Anthony said, with a tone that indicated he thought I would find that objectionable. Instead, I was just confused.

“You’re always working on a screenplay,” I answered. “What’s so different about this one?”

“It’s my senior project,” Anthony said. “I’ve got to make sure it’s right. I’ll get the reels all cued up for tomorrow before I leave tonight. It’s just an hour.”

I was about to answer but Sharon interrupted me with a small moan. I turned my head toward her in a blink, and caught her eye. “Elliot... ” she said.

I was already running toward her.

* * * *

In the movies, when a woman is about to have a baby, everything speeds up. Some lunatic goes to boil water (in the older films), or a wild chase to the hospital (in “wacky” comedies) is initiated. More babies have been born in taxicabs on the Paramount back lot than in all other taxicabs in the history of automotive transportation.

What I discovered that day was that the real experience isn’t a thing like that. I drove Sharon to Robert Wood Johnson University Hospital (RWJUH), affiliated with the University of Medicine and Dentistry of New Jersey (UMDNJ), which was a division of Rutgers—the State University of New Jersey (RTSUNJ), which is probably a satellite of the United Federation of Planets (UFP).

From Midland Heights, it took less time to drive her to the hospital than it did to read that last sentence. New Brunswick is pretty close.

Sharon, as a doctor with privileges at Robert Wood, bypassed the emergency room and was taken to the maternity wing, which was nicely renovated. “The only happy area in the whole hospital,” we were told by Jonesy, the fifty-ish maternity nurse who settled Sharon into her room.

We had a quick visit from the obstetrician on duty, Dr. Wiseman (whom we immediately dubbed “Dr. Wiseguy”), who told Sharon that “as a doctor you should have known you’re not dilated enough yet.” (Sharon later noted that “it would have been tough for me to see from that angle.”) He then predicted it would take twelve hours before our child was born.

The big dope. It only took eleven.

We couldn’t wait until Sharon’s regular obstetrician, Dr. Monica Fachette, would show up. But since Dr. Wiseguy would report to Monica that not much was going on, that would be a while.

There’s something especially jarring about watching your ex-wife go through labor with your child. In case you were wondering. One of the first things Dr. Wiseguy did was get Sharon hooked up to a monitor that would show the oncoming contractions and their projected severity.

Then he turned the monitor away from Sharon and toward me so I could see what was coming and she couldn’t.

In the beginning the contractions weren’t very severe or often and Sharon was encouraging me to let her know when they were coming. After about Hour Three, this game had lost some of its charm and she just wanted me to get her contraband.

“They won’t let me have food because they’re afraid they’ll have to knock me out for a C-section,” she said. “Get me a milkshake.”

“You know I can’t do that,” I said. “You’re a doctor. Would you let your patient have a milkshake when she was in labor?”

“I’m not an obstetrician,” she answered. For some reason that seemed to make sense at the time. I might have been a trifle nervous. I remember my hands feeling like I’d slept on them for three days. “Look. The doc thinks it’ll be like eight more hours. I can have a milkshake now.”

I refused to go fetch one and then didn’t tell her when a contraction was coming, which annoyed her even more. So, in order to get back into the good graces of a woman who had divorced me only a few years earlier, I agreed to go find some ice chips she could let melt in her mouth. Sharon suggested finding ice chips that were attached to a milkshake, and I let her think what she wanted to think.

The maternity section looked like pretty much any other area of a hospital once you got outside the individual rooms, which were homier but still had the same kind of hardware that made it look like a high-tech auto body shop. Out in the hall, it was all nursing stations and utility closets. I didn’t want to bother a nurse for ice chips, figuring I could find the cups and the freezer in question all by myself and, besides, it got me out of the room with the contraction monitor for a few more moments.

Turned out it wasn’t that easy to find an ice machine in a hospital. I considered going to the nearest hotel, which was less than a mile away, but it was a hot day and I’d probably come back with a cup full of warm water. For a woman hoping to get a milkshake it would be something of a disappointment.

There was a long hallway with patient rooms to my left as I walked. To my right were doors, mostly locked, marked “Authorized Personnel Only” and “Staff.” The fourth one had a sign reading “General Supplies,” and that seemed my best bet at least for a cup if not the ice itself, so I reached for the doorknob.

Inside among what appeared to be locked Plexiglas cabinets a man was leaning heavily against the wall, his back turned three-quarters toward me. I don’t think he heard me enter until I gasped at what I saw.

In front of him, back to the wall, was a woman in her late twenties with her eyes closed. Both of them were in hospital scrubs, and her curly blond hair was pulled back with a stretch tie and held tightly. She wasn’t making any sounds or moving independently as far as I could tell.

But there was some blood leaking onto her scrubs from her midsection, and in the man’s hand was something shiny that might have been a knife or a scalpel. That had blood on it too. I didn’t stick around long enough to find out.

I don’t remember whether I slammed the door behind me on my way out, but I do remember thinking that I had to choose between trying to disarm the man and getting help elsewhere, and I had clearly opted for the latter. I like to believe I was being practical when the fact is I was probably just your garden-variety coward.

There was no one in the hallway. What the heck kind of hospital was this? I’ve seen more people at midnight showings of obscure Buster Keaton shorts with no musical accompaniment. There was only one thing to do, and I did it mustering as much dignity and strength as I could.

I ran.

Luckily, hallways in hospitals aren’t very long, or at least, not without a station at which there will be people. Sure enough, the nursing station nearest Sharon’s room came up quickly, and Jonesy was behind the desk.

I am in such excellent shape that it only took me a half minute to catch my breath after maybe a twelve-yard run. But maybe you should try running while being terrified before you judge.

“Jonesy,” I breathed when it was possible, “there’s a guy in blue scrubs attacking a woman in the supply closet with a knife or something.”

Her neck snapped up to look at me on the other side of the desk, and she said what everybody says when they’ve heard something clearly but weren’t prepared to hear it. “What?”

I did not repeat myself because I knew she wasn’t asking me to. “We have to get security or the cops or somebody. She was bleeding.”

Jonesy was a professional and this was not her first emergency. She grabbed the phone on her desk and pushed a button. “I need security in maternity,” she said. “Now.” She hung up the phone before anyone could ask for details and then stood up. The other nurse at the station, a man who looked like he could bench press Schenectady, hadn’t heard what I’d said, but must have heard her on the phone and looked at her.

“What’s up?” he said.

“Supply closet,” she said. “Man with a knife.”

The guy was out of his chair and heading toward the closet faster than Harpo Marx could pull a hot cup of coffee out of his battered trench coat. (That’s fast, for you Philistines.) “Show me,” he said to me.

I wasn’t crazy about the idea of rushing back to the scene of the crime while my child was being born, especially since Sharon and I hadn’t agreed upon a name yet. If I got killed now, she’d probably end up naming the kid Phillip. That’s no thought to take with you to eternity.

But I went anyway because I didn’t want the hospital staff to think I was a chicken. I had met them three hours ago and already their approval meant more to me than my own life. It was possible I had to reprioritize.

I’d made it down this hallway in about six seconds when I was operating strictly on adrenaline. Now that the rush was being replaced by abject terror, I was a little slower retracing my steps.

The burly nurse, whose name tag insisted he be called Randy (which seemed incongruous), led the way, and he was not taking his time. In fact, he was running. I got the impression Randy had played linebacker in high school. I, on the other hand, had played chess and organized trips to Bugs Bunny cartoon festivals.

Randy reached the supply closet much faster than I did, and he did not fumble for keys. The door had been unlocked when I’d walked over before, so I guessed it was always left unlocked. Randy grabbed the knob and pushed the door open. I worried he was obscuring fingerprints on the knob.

Then he just stood in the doorway and stared inside. He didn’t move a muscle.

He stayed that way until I chugged up next to him a few (or more) seconds later. “What did you see?” Randy asked as I came even with him.

“Why?” I was pretty sure I didn’t want to look.

“Because there’s nothing there now.”

That took a second to process, but I’m proud to announce that I did not say, “What?” I walked around Randy, since he was my obstacle toward seeing into the room and was roughly sixteen times my size.

Sure enough, inside the supply closet where I had seen the young man in scrubs stabbing the curly-haired blond woman to death there was a grand total of nothing to indicate there had been something at all unusual going on there maybe a minute earlier.

The two people were gone. All the supplies (which did not include an ice machine, to my chagrin) were in perfect order. I looked at the wall in question and the floor in front of it.

No trace of blood.

“I guess he cleaned up,” I said, and it was the weakest-sounding thing I’d ever uttered in my life. Which if you know me at all is saying a lot.

“Uh-huh,” Randy said. It’s possible he did not totally believe my story.

There was no time to debate the question, however, because two hospital security personnel, in uniform and armed, were suddenly right next to Randy and me. The taller, darker-haired one looked at me and asked, “What’s the emergency?”

Having suddenly entered an Abbott and Costello movie where there’s a gorilla in the room and nobody sees it—seriously, people in Abbott and Costello movies seem to have no peripheral vision—I stammered a little. Randy picked up the slack (and ducked any responsibility for summoning the two guards) by saying, “Gentleman here says he saw a woman being stabbed in this closet.”

The shorter of the security guards looked at Randy, not at me. “When?”

“Like two minutes ago.” Randy was being generous.

Taller guy—they weren’t wearing name tags—turned in my direction. “What did you see, sir?”

I had regained the power of speech and decided to try it out. “Young guy, maybe late twenties, in blue hospital scrubs. Was holding up a young woman, blond hair, curly, also in scrubs, against that wall. He had a blade of some kind in his hand. She was bleeding, here.” I indicated my own midsection around the spot where I’d seen the stain on the woman’s clothing.

The shorter guard walked into the closet to get a better look. “Nothing there now,” he said.

“Well, I guess he cleaned it up.” I know; it sounded even stupider this time.

“I guess.”

I wasn’t in the mood to be taken for a fool. In truth, I don’t remember ever being in that mood. “Shouldn’t you guys be locking down the building or something?” I asked. Wasn’t it Vince Lombardi who said something about being offensive whenever you could? I knew it wasn’t Yogi Berra. “There’s a guy running around here with a sharp object who may very well have killed a young woman in this closet.”

“She was dead?” Randy asked. “You’re sure she was dead?”

The three of them looked at me.

“Well... no. I’m not sure. She had her eyes closed, and he was holding her up. She was definitely bleeding from the wound. She didn’t say anything when I walked in. Seems to me pretty likely she was dead. What should we do about that?”

I had said “we” simply to be polite; I had no intention of doing anything about it. I had a baby getting ready to be born and did not want to disappoint him by not showing up for the birth because I’d gotten a scalpel-wielding maniac mad at me.

It seemed a perfectly reasonable plan at the time.

The two security guards exchanged a somewhat irritated glance at having been summoned double-time to a closet by a deranged man making up nutty stories. The taller one then looked at me. “Why are you here, sir?”

It seemed a somewhat existential question—why is any of us here, really? “What do you mean?” I asked.

“In the hospital. Why are you here in the hospital today?”

“My ex-wife is having a baby.” I didn’t really see how this was relevant to the guy with the sharpened blade, but then I run a one-screen movie theater that shows only comedies. Who was I to argue with a professional?

The shorter guard spoke slowly. “Your... ex-wife is having a baby.”

I figured I knew that already, so he must have meant it in the form of a question, although Alex Trebek, may he rest in peace, would no doubt have disagreed. “Yeah,” I answered.

“So why are you here?” the shorter guard asked.

I felt my eyes close a little. Just a little. “Because I want to be here for the birth of my child. I’m sorry. Why does this matter?”

“Your child?” Randy asked. They were just repeating things I had said now. This did not seem a crime-fighting strategy of which even Inspector Clouseau would have approved.

“Yes, it’s my child.” Because that was true. It was my child. And I resented these guys forcing me to refer to my offspring as “it.” I’d get them for that. “I’ll ask again. How is that relevant?”

The taller guy closed the closet door and then the three of them started leading me down the hallway away from the nurse’s station. “Sir, is this your first child?” the shorter guard asked.

“Yes.” Asking why they wanted to know was just becoming passé, and I saw no reason to continue. Why we were walking in this direction was another mystery I wasn’t sure I wanted solved.

“Sir,” the guard said again, “sometimes when a man’s first child is being born he gets a little overwhelmed, you know? A little nervous. I’ve seen it happen a lot of times here. It’s natural. Your life—” He stopped and looked at the other two men. “—Or at least you ex-wife’s life is going to change. Makes sense you’d be on edge. If you weren’t that would be weird.”

Subtle and nuanced as this approach might have been (if someone else had been using it), I had managed to break through the intricate code he’d been weaving and wasn’t crazy about the insinuations. “I’m not crazy,” I told him. Has that line ever worked on anybody in history? Don’t crazy people say it all the time? “I wasn’t seeing things. There were two people in that closet and one of them was motionless and bleeding. I don’t know what else to tell you.”

“You’ve done your bit,” the shorter man said. We had arrived at the destination they’d apparently had in mind, the elevator banks. The other guard hit the “down” button, and it lit up. “We appreciate your letting us know, and we’ll be on the lookout for anyone who matches the description you’ve given us.”

“So that’s it?” I said. “You’re not going to do anything else? A woman might be dead.”

The three men looked around to see if anyone had heard me. There were a few people milling about—no one else waiting for the elevator—and I hadn’t seemed to traumatize anybody. But when the shorter man spoke again, it was in a stage whisper.

“You probably saw something but you’re not thinking clearly,” he hissed. “Now why don’t you go back over there and help your ex have the baby, okay?” He pointed toward the delivery rooms just as the elevator doors opened. The taller guy held the doors open with his left hand.

I still felt insulted and ignored. I wasn’t insane, or at least no more than I had been the day before. “What happens if I call the police?” I asked.

“You’re free to do that,” said the shorter guy, who appeared to be the leader of this merry band. “But if you want to, I’m going to have to insist you use this elevator and call them from outside the hospital. You’re causing a disturbance.”

“A disturbance?” I could play this repeating game if they wanted me to. I gestured in a 360-degree motion. “Who’s disturbed?”

“Don’t make me say it, sir,” he responded. “Now go back and watch your child be born. Okay?”

I went back. I suppose you would have done otherwise?

Back at the maternity suite (which is what I had been instructed a room with various monitors, a hospital bed, a tray of plastic-wrapped surgical instruments “just in case,” several backless paper gowns, and also one comfortable “birthing chair” should be called), I saw that my parents, who had been on high alert since about Sharon’s fifth week of pregnancy, were standing in the room. No doubt they had appeared out of thin air like someone had rubbed the entirely wrong lamp in an Arabian Nights comedy.

“Where’s my milkshake?” my lovely ex-wife said as I made my way back in.

“Can you have that today?” my mother asked Sharon. I kissed her on the cheek because that’s what you’re supposed to do.

“No, she can’t,” I said before Sharon could start throwing her med school diploma around. “And they don’t have any here, anyway.”

Sharon, pouting, looked at my hands. “Not even ice chips?”

I looked at her. “You keep a civil tongue, young lady, or I’ll marry you again.”

“In your dreams.” She pushed a button on one of the many devices that hung from her bed. You could probably oversee the invasion of a fairly small country with the equipment they gave my ex to have a baby. The only thing they were using at the moment was an IV drip attached to her left hand, which had saline solution in it for hydration. I considered telling Sharon she was hydrated and didn’t need ice chips, but Jonesy showed up in the door before I could be a wiseass, which indicates she’s really fast.

Jonesy gave me an interesting look as she entered and seemed to take an extra-wide path around me as she approached Sharon. “Something you need, doctor?” When a physician like Sharon is the patient, every single person on the staff, even if they’ve never laid eyes on her before, is sure to be aware of that fact. Hospitals don’t like to annoy doctors because without doctors, they’re just really bad hotels.

“Can I get a cup of ice chips, please?” Sharon asked.

“Certainly. I’ll be right back.” Jonesy took that circuitous route past me again, and I started to wonder if I was radioactive. It would actually explain a lot that has happened in my life.

“Did you two hear that Sharon went into labor on your electronic grandchild sensory scanners?” I asked my parents.

“Sharon called us,” my father explained, prompting me to give my ex-wife a look combining stupefied astonishment with a tinge of irritation. I can do a lot with my face.

“You didn’t,” my mother noted, in case I wasn’t aware that I hadn’t called them.

“Everything happened very quickly,” Sharon said. “Luckily, your parents were in the neighborhood.”

I figured Mom and Dad had been circling Midland Heights, where my theater and Sharon’s office and home are located, in their car for weeks, stopping only to gas up the car and get necessary supplies. “What were you doing up here?” I asked, to be polite.

“We needed an electric heater,” Dad said. Like that explained anything.

Jonesy walked in with a polystyrene cup that I assumed was filled with ice chips. Dr. Wiseguy was right behind her, stethoscope around his neck like he was a preppie (which he probably was) and it was a pastel-colored sweater (which it wasn’t). Jonesy handed the cup to Sharon, who thanked her, and left while Dr. Wiseguy approached the bed.

“Doctor, I don’t want to intrude, but of course you know this is a teaching hospital.” That seemed sort of an odd fact to bring up just at this moment, especially since I saw a slightly larger contraction on the way, according to the monitor. But Sharon, after wincing a bit, seemed to understand where he was going with this.

“You want to bring in an obstetrics resident to observe?” she asked.

Wiseguy nodded. “Only if it’s all right with you. He’s actually a surgical resident, but he’s doing a rotation in obstetrics.” His voice got theatrically confidential. “I think he’s just interested in C-sections.”

Sharon didn’t even hesitate. She believes in paying forward to those who are trying to be doctors like her. “Sure,” she said. “It’s fine with me as long as he’s not pushing surgery.”

Wiseguy smiled and shook his head. “Thank you, Doctor. We’ll be right in.”

“Great. I love having men examine me.”

Wiseguy, who only liked humor when he was the one he thought was funny, didn’t pick up on the joke and walked out, saying he and Dr. Anderson would be back momentarily.

“Do you need anything?” my mother asked Sharon. Mom has always felt that Sharon was the child she never had.

“That milkshake would go down great right now,” my ex said. She put an ice chip into her mouth and sucked on it. “Not really the same thing.”

“You’re not getting a milkshake,” I told her. “Cope with it.”

Sharon scowled but put on her professional face as we heard footsteps from the open door. Everybody turned in that direction.

Dr. Wiseguy walked in grinning his self-satisfied grin (he didn’t have another kind) and approached the bed. “This is Dr. Anderson,” he said, and gestured to the man behind him.

Dr. Anderson was a young man in his mid-to-late twenties wearing blue hospital scrubs. He looked like he was trying to be serious, and I noticed that the scrubs he was wearing seemed freshly washed and new.

Which was logical because he was the guy I’d seen in the utility closet.

I guessed he couldn’t have kept the old scrubs on because even in a hospital a lot of blood on his shirt and pants would have probably caused some concern. At the very least someone would have asked which patient had bled on him.

Anderson tried very hard not to react when he saw me standing in the room, and for the most part he did an excellent job. No one who wasn’t me would have seen the slight eye widening, and they would have attributed his licking his lips to a little nervousness at being brought in to help with an examination of a woman in labor.

But from my point of view it was easy to see what was behind that expression. Dr. Anderson was afraid.

Sharon smiled as he walked in because she wanted the resident to feel comfortable. She had told me about her residency every day when she came home and most of the difficulty that wasn’t directly related to doing and learning the job was tied to trying desperately to fit in and feeling the “real doctors” weren’t very welcoming. I’d seen her ever since being extremely generous and helpful to the up-and-comers.

Right now I wanted her as far from this resident as she could get.

“Come right in,” she said. Then she must have caught a glimpse of my face and said to me, “Are you okay, Elliot?”

“Fine. It’s just... there’s a contraction coming.” There was, but they were about eight minutes apart now and that wasn’t exactly cause for concern. This one wasn’t even that severe from what I could see.

It hit Sharon, and she drew in a breath and let it out like they’d taught us in Lamaze class. “Not so bad,” she said, smiling as if to reassure me.

She wasn’t getting this.

Dr. Wiseguy gestured Anderson over to him at the foot of Sharon’s bed and pointed to one of the monitors, which had her chart projected on it, luckily not in her line of sight. Doctors make terrible patients largely because they’re also hopeless busybodies who want to oversee every aspect of their own care. “Take a look at this,” he said to his young colleague, whom I was fairly sure had stabbed a woman to death in a closet for as-yet-unknown reasons.

“Everything appears to be perfectly normal,” Anderson told his mentor. But he was staring at me the whole time and had taken only a cursory glance at the monitor. I knew. He knew I knew, and I knew he knew I knew.

I know.

“How much more time would you say Dr. Simon-Freed has before the baby is born?” Dr. Wiseguy asked. Clearly this was a test, either of the young resident’s reading of the data or of his bedside manner, to see if he was stupid enough to estimate an actual number of hours in front of the patient, her ex-husband, and her ex-in laws, who were hovering around more nervously than if their own child had been giving birth. Which probably would have made the papers.

“I’d say five or six hours,” Anderson said, falling into Dr. Wiseguy’s trap.

“I wouldn’t be that precise,” his teacher told him, despite the fact that Wiseguy himself had given us what he thought was a precise estimate a few hours ago and then grinned about it. Or maybe he’d been thinking about how he’d humiliate a homicidal resident later in the day. And indeed now the resident’s face registered alarm. He’d failed the test.

“Just one thing,” their patient, whom neither of them seemed to remember was present, said. “I can feel the IV moving in my hand. I think the tape is coming loose.”

“Oh, I’ll take care of that.” Anderson, eager to restore himself, walked to Sharon’s side and reached for the tray next to her.

The one that had the scalpel on it.

“Don’t do that!” I shouted. “I’ll get Jonesy!” I was halfway to the door before anyone could react and through it before their reactions (other than my mother saying that I was “behaving rudely to the young man”) could reach me.

I bolted toward the nursing station, where thankfully Randy was standing up and filing someone’s chart. He looked up and didn’t even have time to roll his eyes in irritation before I got within his earshot.

“It’s him!” I said. “The guy in the closet! He’s in that room right now getting ready to slash my ex-wife!”

Randy was a nurse. And for all I know he was a fantastic nurse. I wouldn’t know because I’d never seen him doing any nurse stuff. I’d only come to him under stress because he was a much larger and more muscular man than I am and I didn’t think Jonesy could take Dr. Anderson two out of three falls.

So when he took a moment and looked at me I didn’t understand. “Come on!” I urged. “Let’s go!”

“Go where?” Randy said. “You want me to call security again?”

Um... “Yeah. Yeah, that’s what I want. Call security. I saw the guy stab a woman in the closet and now he’s in that room posing as a Dr. Anderson. He’s got to be stopped. Call them. I’m going back in. Cover me, okay?”

On my way back to the room, I heard Randy mumble, “Cover him? Does he think he needs to shoot his way out?”

Inside Sharon’s room little seemed to have changed, except now Sophie and Jonathan had appeared and were watching the screen that had been drawn around her bed.

That couldn’t be good. I started toward the bed to keep Anderson away from my ex until Mom said Sharon had asked for privacy. That almost stopped me, but I figured I was the father and he had the knife, so I pulled the curtain open just enough to step through and watched with some fascination as Dr. Wiseguy did an examination of areas on Sharon I hadn’t gotten to examine until we’d known each other much better than she knew this guy.

Anderson stood to his side dutifully watching the Master at work and folded his arms in front of him either in a gesture of superiority or as a way of showing me that his hands were available for his use anytime he wanted to hurt someone. He continued to glare in my direction whenever his attention was not absolutely required elsewhere.

And in that position, I could see the small wad of cotton gauze in the pocket of his scrubs. The one with the bloodstain on it.

“Elliot,” Sharon said, sounding irritated. “If you don’t mind.” I got the hint and slinked back out through the curtain. But I wasn’t happy about it.

I swallowed hard wondering how long it took a couple of security guys to make it up to this floor. But Sophie didn’t know about the danger and came over to look at me. “You okay?” she asked quietly.

“Fine. Who’s running the snack bar?” That was usually one of Sophie’s jobs at Comedy Tonight.

“Carla. There are only about twenty people in the theater anyway.”

Great. So I was in the room with a murderer and my business was going to dry up and blow away. Where were those security guys, anyway?

The curtain opened, not with a quick rush like the shower curtain in Psycho but more like the way Toto opened the curtain in The Wizard of Oz, but there wasn’t a bogus magician inside. Whether or not there was a serial killer back there was yet to be discovered.

Either way, Dr. Wiseguy and his evil minion walked out and Sharon, appearing just a little bit more rumpled than before, looked over at the gathered group. “My goodness,” she said. “You should have sold tickets, Elliot.”

I couldn’t let Anderson leave the room before the security men got here. I was sure the hospital would have some idea where Dr. Wiseguy was going, but who knew if the Sweeney Todd wannabe now at his side was going to follow his mentor around all night? I took a few steps toward the bed as the two doctors moved out, glancing again at the door. No stirrings at all.

“You okay?” I asked my ex-wife as soon as I got to her bedside.

She looked at Dr. Wiseguy. “Am I?” she asked. She knew perfectly well but was pretending to defer to his wisdom.

“You’re fine,” he answered, puffing himself up like a graying penguin. “All your signs are textbook. But you have a few hours to go yet. I’ll check in on you in a little while. Dr. Anderson?”

The resident, stung by his wrong answer before, fell back on his strength. “I don’t think we’ll need to prepare you for surgery,” he said to Sharon.

Bedside manner? In Anderson’s mind, that was the name of an assisted-living facility.

Dr. Wiseguy laughed. “Surgeons,” he said. “For them cutting is as much fun as sex.” He thought he was hilarious. No one corrected him. “I saw a surgeon cut an orange with a scalpel once.” In doctor comedy clubs, this guy would kill. I wondered if the other guy would kill in a supply closet.

He and Norman Bates started heading toward the door. That was a mixed blessing: the slasher would be farther from Sharon (and, when I thought about it, me), but he’d also be harder to locate and contain.

Hospital security. They’re never around when you need them, right?

I stepped into the two doctors’ path and they stopped. I noticed Anderson’s eyes narrow when I did that.

“Are you guys sure the baby isn’t coming now?” I asked, trying my best to sound like an anxious father. It wasn’t much of a stretch. “It’s already been a long time.”

“Elliot,” Sharon admonished from her bed. “They’re doctors.”

“Yeah, and Alfred Hitchcock was a director. Didn’t stop him from making Stage Fright.”

“Which one is that?” Jonathan asked.

“Exactly.”

“It’s okay, Dr. Simon-Freed,” Dr. Wiseguy said. “We understand there is always a little concern, especially with a first baby.”

“You think there’ll be more?” my mother asked. Mom believes doctors walk on water, can leap tall buildings in a single bound, and predict the future accurately. If doctors were one-third as powerful as my mother thinks they are, I’d have asked Sharon for World Series odds in April every year.

Dr. Wiseguy chuckled. “Not today,” he said and tried to maneuver his way around me again. I didn’t budge.

Again there was the attempt to leave and again I blocked their path(s). “Are you sure?” I was running out of material. “We’ve never seen you before today. Why should we trust your judgment?”

“Elliot!” My father. He respects everybody. It amazes him when I don’t.

“Well, I mean Sharon’s never had a baby before. Maybe she’s faster than most.” I was one stammer short of being Martin Short in Three Amigos.

Sharon sat up in the bed, which was no small feat given the amount of baby she was still attached to. “Elliot, let those two poor men leave.” There was a real echo of the day she told me she wanted to get a divorce in that sentence. Child visitation issues hung in the air.

I stood to one side, and Dr. Wiseguy, pretending he wasn’t at all insulted, nodded and brushed by me. I kept up with Anderson as they walked toward the door.

I sidled up to Anderson so he could hear me speak very softly. “What did you do with her?”

He looked at me with something resembling bewilderment just as his superior walked out the door and then he whispered back at me. “Don’t say anything,” he hissed. “Not a word.” He nodded in Sharon’s direction, which I took as a threat, and left.

I stood rooted to the spot for a moment, but my ex-wife was not sensitive to my feelings in this of all circumstances. I thought women were supposed to get all nurturing when they were about to become mothers.

“What was that all about?” she demanded.

“Just a second,” I said and turned to rush out the door toward the nurses’ station. Already I couldn’t get my eyes on Dr. Wiseguy and Anderson (which would be a great band name, by the way). I found Randy at the far end. “Where are the security guys? He’s getting away!”

Randy stared at me blankly. “You were serious about that?” he asked.

Defeated, I returned to the room without saying a word.

I had options. I could easily go downstairs and find the security station, tell the people in charge there—who hopefully wouldn’t be the two I’d met before—about what I’d seen and let them handle it. Or I could call the New Brunswick police directly. I could run through the hallways of the hospital yelling, “Murder!” at the top of my lungs, but that might be dicey around the cardiac wards.

I could go down to the morgue and see if a curly-haired blonde had been brought in with a stab wound to the abdomen, but I doubted Anderson would be stupid enough to do that, and besides, nobody was going to let me into the morgue. I’d been there once before and did not want to return until such time as I was an honored guest.

The other possibility was walking back into the room where my ex-wife was having my baby and worrying about what I’d seen after we were all home and safe a few days from now. As much as I like to think of myself as a concerned citizen of the world, that was the choice that seemed most intelligent at the moment.

I did one lap around the maternity floor just to clear my head before neglecting my duty to the woman whose blood I’d seen today. Didn’t she deserve justice? Well sure, but did she have to have it now? One thing about being dead was that time doesn’t have quite the same element of urgency it did before. I imagined.

One of the reasons I felt so bad about not acting now was that it was out of character for me. I realized somewhere around the time I was passing the actual ice machine that I’d been behaving like Jerry Lewis when I should have been Groucho Marx.

I’ve never much cared for Lewis’s work. I’m not French enough, or something. But his character is always the victim; he’s always the fool trying to do things right and failing miserably to the exasperation of all who come in his path. I’d been acting like Jerry Lewis ever since I’d seen Anderson and the curly-haired woman in the utility closet. I’d been bumbling and stumbling and ranting about murder to people who thought I was an annoyance.

In my usual life, I’m much more Groucho. While I aspire to be like his brother Harpo, who was a force of light and let nothing bother him, I tend to behave more like Groucho, taking on those I don’t like head-on and trying to win the day with jokes rather than action. I had shown no signs of Groucho since the utility closet.

That was the thing: It wasn’t what Groucho would do in such a situation. Things like murder very rarely even existed in his world. My problem was much more one of attitude, in that the one I’d been displaying all day had been passive and scared. Groucho might sometimes have been scared, but he wasn’t ever passive.

I needed less Jerry Lewis and more Groucho Marx.

The first order of business was to lock down security in Sharon’s room. Then I could act.

I hustled back there with an increased pace and a head held higher. Now I remembered who I was again.

Of course, once I got to the room I found more people there. Anthony and Carla had shown up, no doubt after the second film had let out, and it was lucky Sharon had gotten the luxury suite or we’d be reenacting the stateroom scene from A Night at the Opera. Again.

“Where have you been?” my ex demanded. She was looking considerably more uncomfortable, a little damp with sweat, and kept rolling around in the bed as if the next adjustment was finally going to make her feel better.

“Ever?” I asked. “I was born in Irvington, New Jersey.”

“You were born in Newark,” my father noted. “Irvington General Hospital wasn’t as good as the one on Lyons Avenue.”

“Don’t be a wiseass,” Sharon said, taking in a deeper breath.

“It’s way too late for that,” I told her. My inner Groucho was back. It felt good. But she was entitled to an answer. “I had to take care of a few things out there, but it’s all going to be okay now.”

“What’s going to be okay?” my mother asked. “Sharon is in here, not in the hallway.” Mom has a talent for the unbelievably obvious.

I walked to the bed and took Sharon’s hand, keeping an eye on the monitor. The contractions, according to what I read, were coming faster and harder now. “I’m going to stay here until the baby comes and then I’m going to the nearest police station to swear out a complaint against your doctor.”

“She’s not even here yet,” Sharon said, eyes wide.

“Not that doctor. The other doctor.”

On cue, Dr. Wiseguy pushed open the door and walked in, a little more spring in his pace than there had been the last time I saw him. “I hear the contractions have accelerated,” he said to Sharon.

“Yeah, they’re up to sixty-five miles an hour,” I ventured. “Where’s your lapdog?”

“Elliot!” my mother said. I have spent a lifetime ignoring her horror at my poor manners and saw no reason to break up the no-hitter now.

Sharon had spent a decent number of years ignoring me, so she plowed right on through. “Yes,” she said. “They’re coming about every five minutes now, and I think I might be fully dilated.”

“Well!” Dr. Wiseguy sounded as if he disapproved of Sharon’s labor developing faster than he had predicted it would. “Let’s take a look.”

I herded the gathering hordes aside as he walked to the bed and pulled the curtain around it again. And having done that and moved to the other side of the room myself, I wasn’t prepared for the sight of Dr. Anderson walking into the room and heading, with a brief glance at me, toward Sharon.

And that’s when I snapped. “Stop!” I shouted. “That man is a murderer!”

This is a word of warning: What is about to come is not intentional. Under the circumstances I would rather have any other way of making this statement. But I was there and you weren’t, so you’re just going to have to take my word for it that there’s no better idiom to describe the moment.

There was a pregnant pause.

Okay, I said it. Let’s move on.

Everyone else in the room—enough to start an “I Survived Sharon’s Labor” softball team—stopped and stared at me. Anderson himself had the nerve to look surprised and broke the silence first.

He said, “A what?”

And there was something in his voice, such a genuine tone of surprise, that I had a rare instance of absolute clarity. It might have been my first.

All day long this event had been making me remember a movie I like but don’t love. It’s A Mad, Mad, Mad, Mad World should have been one of the greatest comedies ever made, and instead it’s an okay movie if you don’t mind watching a well-made three-hour sitcom. It employed every comedy talent available in 1963 (and Ethel Merman) from Sid Caesar to Doodles Weaver, set them all in front of a camera, and then shackled them to a plot in which everybody is after something they think will make them happy and nobody gets it. That is not actually a spoiler.

The thing is, that movie gathered so many great comedians it was practically impossible for it to live up to its potential, and indeed it didn’t. The Three Stooges show up and don’t actually do anything. Jimmy Durante, Jerry Lewis, Leo Gorcey, Stan Freberg, William Demarest, Peter Falk, Selma Diamond, and Buster Keaton combined don’t get as much screen time as Terry-Thomas. Nobody knows why.

But what I was realizing at the moment Anderson said, “A what?” was found deep in my consideration of that exact movie. There’d been a reason it was haunting me all day.

There are people who believe that It’s A Mad, Mad, Mad, Mad World really is the greatest comedy ever made. They’re wrong, but it’s their right to think so. The reason they think that is simple: All that comedy talent together in one place would have to create a hilarious film, right? Many of these people are told It’s A Mad, Mad, Mad, Mad World is unbelievably funny before they see it. So that creates a perception before the fact.

And now, I was starting to understand I had done precisely that today.

The room erupted in sound. Most were shouting questions. Dr. Wiseguy was just mouthing something, but I don’t think any sound was coming out.

Sharon wailed with a big contraction. Maybe this wasn’t the time. But then she yelled, “A murderer? Elliot, are you nuts?”

The birth of a child is such a tender moment for a man and the woman who divorced him.

“I saw him in the supply closet holding up a woman and holding a knife or something, and she had her eyes closed. She was bleeding,” I said. “But maybe not.”

My mother looked scared, and she doesn’t do that much. Worried, yes. Disapproving, sure. Even tense, much of the time. Scared? Almost never.

Anderson took a step toward me. “I told you... ”

And that’s when Jonesy came into the room, saying, “Just wanted to let you know my shift’s over. This is—” She stopped when everyone turned and stared at her. I got what she was saying. Behind her was the nurse who would take over for Jonesy for the next eight hours.

A curly-haired blond woman in blue scrubs. Clean blue scrubs. Who was walking just a little tenderly, her hand casually holding her left side just a bit.

“Hi?” she said. “I’m Jane.” She gave Anderson a strangely knowing glance he tried to ignore, but a little smile betrayed him.

Bingo.

Sharon had another minute or two before the next contraction. “I don’t know what’s going on,” she said, “but my obstetrician’s not here and I’m having a baby. So can we not worry about this just now?”

Dr. Wiseguy headed to her bed and drew the curtain shut, shaking his head in either disbelief or disgust. At me. I knew that part for sure.

Anderson looked at me. “You don’t know what you’re talking about,” he said.

But I’d seen It’s A Mad, Mad, Mad, Mad World with clear eyes. “I think I do,” I said. “I was wrong about you. I thought you were hurting Jane here when I saw you, but you were doing something else entirely. Something that you don’t want people around here to know about.”

Jane looked at me. “Do I know you?” she asked. She looked at Anderson again.

“This is the guy,” he told her.

Jane immediately reddened. “Oh.” She put her hand to her mouth.

“What am I missing?” Carla asked.

I looked at the crowd. “Guys, Sharon’s going to have the baby. Can we have the room now, please? I promise I’ll explain it all later.”

Sophie was the only one who protested. “Elliot, you said this guy was a murderer.”

“I was wrong. Don’t worry. There’s no danger.”

She looked skeptical but followed Anthony, Carla, and Jonathan out of the room, looking behind herself every few steps. I waved her out. Sophie is loyal and sweet.

My parents didn’t budge. I looked at my mother.

“What?” she said. “That’s our grandchild.”

I gave my father a look. He nodded. “We’ll see the kid when he’s on the same side of Sharon as we are,” he said and took my mother’s arm. She protested, but Dad led her out.

I looked at Anderson, whom Jane had joined next to the hospital bed. I had no idea when Jonesy had walked out, but she was gone.

“The only part I don’t get was the blood,” I said. They both held fingers to their lips, so I spoke more quietly. “You two snuck into the supply closet to... do what you wanted to do, but how did that lead to a knife—or was it a scalpel?—and blood?”

“You can’t tell anybody,” Jane said. “We could get fired.”

“I promise I won’t,” I told her. “But what about—?”

“It was an accident,” Anderson said. “We like to use that closet because people don’t usually go in there.”

“I was looking for ice chips,” I confessed.

Jane laughed. “In the supply closet?”

“That’s not the point. Are you okay, by the way? You were bleeding pretty good when I saw you.”

“I’m fine,” she said. “I didn’t even need stitches. It’s just Robert doesn’t know when to quit.” She stifled a giggle again. “Surgeons.”

I must have looked confused, because I was a human listening to this story.

Anderson kept speaking quietly and moved toward me and away from Dr. Wiseguy. “Look. It was just something we do, you know? I was... I was cutting Jane’s scrubs off with the scalpel.”

Of course he was. “Why?”

“We like to do that,” Jane said, not making eye contact. “It’s kind of fun.”

Dr. Wiseguy’s joke from earlier floated through my head. “Surgeons. For them cutting is as much fun as sex.” Naturally.

“So what happened?” I asked.

“I slipped. The floor was a little wet and I slipped. That’s exactly what happened.” Anderson pulled Jane close to him. “Believe me, I felt terrible. But it was only a small cut, and I bandaged it up and cleaned up the spot right there. Jane took the scrubs with her so nobody would find out.”

“Your eyes were closed,” I said to Jane. As if she didn’t know what had happened in the closet and needed me to explain it to her. Sometimes my own stupidity astonishes even me. “You were barely standing.”

Her eyes got wider and she really didn’t look at me now. “I just... it was good.”

Suddenly a question occurred to me. “He cut your scrubs. What did you wear out?”

She gave me the look that a seasoned professional would—one of astonishment at how stupid I was. “It’s a supply closet,” she said.

“Elliot!” Sharon called from behind the curtain. And she did not sound like she was negotiating.

“Dr. Anderson!” Dr. Wiseguy bellowed.

Anderson headed straight in, and I was right behind him. I’ll spare you a description of what happened then because I don’t think fainting is something a man should be ashamed of.

When I regained consciousness I was holding a small bundle wrapped in a blanket that someone had handed to me seconds before. Sharon, sweaty and exhausted, lay on the bed to my left, smiling oddly like she was not actually looking at anything on Earth.

Just our daughter.

My parents and my staff had rematerialized in the room, and Jane was cleaning up some of the remnants of the past half hour. Dr. Wiseguy had vacated the premises, no doubt with someone else’s delivery time to miscalculate. Anderson was still there, but he was mostly watching Jane.

Everyone cooed and tickled the baby, who had eyes only for her mother and, for a moment, me. I looked her in the eyes, which were wide and filled with wonder. I glanced at Sharon, and she nodded.

“Hi, Matilda,” I said to our daughter.

My mother blinked. “Matilda?”

Dad recovered for both of them. “It’s a beautiful name for a beautiful girl.”

“We’re going to call her Tilda,” Sharon said, her voice a little throaty and far away.

“We’re going to call her Matty,” I corrected her, knowing it would not be the last time.

I stood up gingerly, desperate to avoid dropping my daughter on her head. Then I leaned over and kissed Sharon tenderly on the cheek. “You want to see Mommy?” I asked the baby. She didn’t answer but Sharon was already reaching for Matty, so I handed her over, not without regret.

“Matilda?” Sophie had appeared at my side as I moved away to let Sharon and her baby have a moment to themselves. After all, my ex was wiped out. I’d have custody of the baby for hours soon while she slept.

“I wanted Minnie, for the Marx Brothers’ mother,” I explained. “Sharon wanted Eleanor for Mrs. Roosevelt. We blended them together and got Matilda.”

“You wanted a boy, didn’t you?” Anthony asked. He seemed shy of the mother and child and turned his back as he stood to my right, facing Sophie.

I pointed at Sharon and Matty, but Anthony didn’t turn around. “I wanted that baby,” I said.

My father, who was now officially named Grandpa, put a hand around my shoulder. “Matilda. Not a typical name.”

I looked over at my ex-wife holding our minutes-old daughter. I walked to her and took Matty from Sharon, who leaned back on the pillows. Jane, done cleaning up, pulled the curtain on Sharon’s bed so she could get some sleep.

Anderson, whom I’d thought was a murderer not all that long ago, smiled at me and wished us luck before heading out to catch up with his pompous mentor. He seemed like such a nice young guy, and I liked the way Jane looked at him.

I surveyed the room filled with young people who worked for me, older people who had raised me, a woman I loved who had divorced me, and a tiny baby who seemed, against all odds, to trust me.

“We’re not typical parents,” I said.

“This is not the way I pictured this. Things have certainly changed since I had a baby,” my mother said.

“That’s true,” I told her. “It’s a mad, mad, mad, mad world.”

“I have a beautiful granddaughter,” Mom said. “Who’s mad?”
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THE MYSTERY OF THE TRUST BUILDER, by Frank Lovell Nelson

WHEN I took up my residence with Carlton Clarke, telepathic detective, I admit it was with certain misgivings. Imagine living with a man who, in case you were out the night before, could tell you, without question, where and what you had been had been doing. Surely I should have to sacrifice both privacy and individuality. A few weeks, however, taught me that my fears were groundless. If Clarke employed his wonderful powers in my case, it was only in anticipating my wants.

We had been housemates but a short time when I discovered that his clientele already was a large one and drawn from widely different circles. What their troubles were or in what manner Clarke was able to aid them, I unable to guess. Once, when I suspect my mind was dwelling on the mystery with rather a morbid interest, Clarke turned to me and said:

“These cases are too commonplace to interest you. Wait until we have something big and I will take you into my confidence. By the way, I expect a client this evening who ought to be worthwhile. He is the head of one of the best known stock brokerage houses in the city, and in his note he says he hopes I may be able to solve a mystery affecting some of the greatest corporate interests of the country.”

* * * *

During the evening, a severe electrical storm broke over the city. As Carke did not expect his caller until half after eight, I retired to my room to snatch an extra hour for some work I had in hand. Soon my typewriter was clattering away to the accompanyment of the artillery of the heavens. I could hear Clarke nervously pacing the library. Without, the lightning kept up one continuous flash. A bolt finally struck so near that the flash and the report seemed to come almost at the same instant. This was too much for my nerves, and I decided that work was out of the question.

“It’s a fierce night out. I’m afraid your man will not come,” I suggested to Clarke, going to the door.

Clarke stopped his restless march. “I had begun to think so myself,” he said, “but if I am not mistaken, he is just now turning into Chestnut Street at Main.”

As well as I knew Clarke, and with my faith in his wonderful powers, this was a trifle beyond my comprehension. In less than five minutes, however, we heard a carriage drive up to the entrance. I rushed to the window and saw the coachman covering a steaming pair of handsome black horses with their rubber blankets.

“I suppose you scarcely expected me such a night as this, Mr. Clarke,” said our caller, as he laid off his raincoat and top hat. “I assure you, my coming serves to show that the matter is of great importance. I am Henry A. Bolton of the firm of Bolton & Co. You doubtless had my note this afternoon. I was referred to you by a friend, who tells me that have had considerable success in confldentlal cases.”

I took Mr. Bolton’s hat and coat, and when I returned from stowing them away in the reception hall, I had my first opportunity to make a full survey of his person.

Our visitor was evidently a man of affairs. He was rotund to the verge of corpulence. A keen gray eye—a money eye, if there is such a distinct orb—looked straight at me. His cheeks glowed under a healthy tan, and his white hair, mustache, and neatly trimmed imperial-style beard gave him something of a military bearing. For the rest, he was a member of the Mystic Shrine—witness the handsome seal on his heavy gold watch chain; he was a golf enthusiast—witness the tan and the callouses on his otherwise white palms; and his tailor was the best in the city.

When my confrère had set out the generally prescribed antidotes for a wet night and our cigars were going well, Clarke asked Mr. Bolton for an explanation of his note and visit.

“Let us have the story, Mr. Bolton,” he said, “and I will question you as is necessary.”

“Well,” began Bolton, “as you perhaps know, I am the senior member of the stock brokerage firm of Bolton & Co. Possibly you do not know the position my firm holds in the financial world, for our work is confidential in the extreme. To the world at large, we are members of the principal exchanges both here and in the the east, doing general stock brokerage with a branch house in New York and private telegraph service. As a matter of fact, though, and I tell it to you in confidence, which I am assured by my friend you will not betray, our actual business is organizing trusts.”

I will say by way of parenthesis that the business deals of Bolton & Co. have since become so well known to the world through the investigations of the Department of Commerce and Labor that I am not violating this confidence in the course of this narrative.

“We are closely affiliated with the well known firm of P. J. Forgan & Co., of New York,” continued Mr. Bolton. “Most of the combinations of capital which the house of Forgan has backed openly have in reality had their inception in our office. I may say, without egotism, that I am the father of the modern trust idea, for I had it worked out in detail twenty-five years ago.

“Recently, our most fortunate ventures have been in cornering the manufacture of minor articles which are, however, important necessities in the household economy. There was the lamp chimney trust, the potato masher trust, the can-opener and corkscrew trusts, and many others which I might mention, all of which were ideas of mine, and were organised in our office. We have also had a hand in practically all of the better known combinations of capital within the last half dozen years.

“I am telling you this, not in a boastful way, but because it is necessary that you should have a thorough understanding of the details of our business, and because it has an important bearing, I believe, on what is to follow.

“Naturally, we receive a large daily mail packet from our house in New York, which, as you doubtless know, is in charge of James H. Hazen, my son-in-law. The mail invariably includes a daily report of the business done by the New York house. I give this mail my personal attention.

“It was about six months ago that I first noticed something peculiar in this department of our business. One day, in going through the New York mail, I observed an error in the spelling of some common word in the daily report. It rather grated on me, and I took my pen and corrected It. As I turned the sheet over upon the blotter, my eye was attracted by a sentence lightly written in pencil on the back. The hand was the merest childish scrawl, and the substance so utterly foolish that I paid no attention to it. I thought it likely that one of the children of the clerk whose duty it was to write up the report had been in the office scribbling on the blanks. Here is the report—”

Mr. Bolton took a document from an imposing pocketbook and laid it upon the table. We read upon it the following sentence:

I see two black cats on the backyard fence.

“Well, what do you think of it?” asked Bolton after Clark had studied the scrawl for a few minutes.

“Evidently a disguised hand,” answered Clarke. “This new system of vertical writing is the easiest penmanship imaginable under which to hide a characteristic penmanship. But go on. This certainly is not sufficient excuse for calling in an expert.”

“Certainly not,” answered Bolton “I should have thought nothing of this had it not been for the events which followed. I do not say that I immediately connected these event with this scrawl, but you will see how I was led to this inference as I proceed.

“At the time this report reached me, we had just concluded with the house of Forgan & Co. an arrangement to buy up all of the broom factories in the country and organise them into a trust. The broom, as you know, is an insignificant article, but it is found in every home in America. Our plans were going nicely. We had every factory in the country save one. This one, hewever, had an output equal to the combined output of all the others, and its purchase was an absolutely necessary to our plans.

“When this daily report came, we were just opening negotiations for its purchase with every prospect of success. The day after the receipt of the report, I met the owners, and their terms nearly knocked me into a heap. Nothing less than the presidency of the trust, a majority of the board of directors, and 51 percent of the stock! If you know anything about business, you know that these terms were impossible. No amount of persuasion would shake them or disclose their reasons, and the upshot was that we gave up the project, the house of Bolton & Co. lost more money than I care to think about, and my credit with Forgan & Co. was seriously damaged.

“A few weeks afterward, we essayed the launching of the souvenir postal card trust. It may surprise you when I tell you that the business done in souvenir postal cards in this country runs far up into the millions annually. I had watched the progress of the fad and thought I saw a chance for a pretty speculation. We bought up a few small houses as a basis, but the business was practically controlled by the big printing firm of Hollawell & Eubank, whose stock passes on the curb. The stock had been hovering around par, and I had given my brokers orders to buy the minute it dropped below 99. We had picked up but a small block of shares at that figure, when one morning, in looking over the mail. I saw another notation on on the back of the daily report. Here it is—”

We looked at the paper which he held out and read in the same chlidish hand:

Two boys on the grass playing mumbledypeg.

“What happened?” queried Clarke.

“Enough,” answered Bolton. “The next day H. & E. jumped to 110 under feverish buying. The next to 115, the next to 135, the next to 150. In a week, a hitherto neglected stock could not be had at 200. The souvenir postal card trust was still-born. Our money loss was not great, but our loss in prestige was considerable.

“But it is useless to multiply cases. To epitomise, when New York wrote ‘Two geese are in the pond,’ the safety pin trust went under. When ‘A fox ate two chickens’ appeared, the brick trust failed with great loss to Bolton & Co. This brings it down to yesterday, when this inscription appeared,” and Bolton laid a third report before us.

The line was:

Cataline et forte dux.

“Now, Mr. Clarke—and Mr. Sexton, I may add, as you seem to be equally interested—I have given you a pretty full account of the case. I can never tell you the worry it has caused me. The blows delivered my house recently have been heavy, and many times I have seen financial ruin staring me in the face. If you can explain this mystery and put a stop to these occurrences, you may save me from the bankruptcy court, which, with me, means a suicide’s grave.”

“Let me ask you first, Mr. Bolton,” said Clarke, “if any similar notations have appeared on any paper which you send daily to your New York office?”

“I thought you would ask that, and I am prepared for you. Some months ago my son-in-law, Mr. Hazen, complained that our daily confirmation of wired messages was being defaced and suggested, rather sarcastically, that we keep children out of our office. As soon as my suspicions began to take form, I asked him to send me all of the daily confirmations which contained anything in any manner out of the ordinary. I have made a list of these sentences, and here they are.

Three cats eating catnip.

If a farmer sold three chickens for cabbage.

The feathers of sixty ducks will stuff.

“That is the list, and if you can make anything out of such ridiculous nonsense, you are smarter than I am, and that’s considerable of an admission for Henry Bolton to make to any man.”

“Were these sentences in a hand similar to the one which penned the lines on your daily report?” inquired Clarke.

“Here is one of the originals, and you may see for yourself,” said Bolton, again drawing his ponderous wallet.

The writing was very similar, being vertical. “Clearly the same effort to disguise the author’s writing style,” commented Clarke. “Now, Mr. Bolton, tell me exactly through whose hands these papers are accustomed to pass. First, take the report which you receive daily.”

“It is opened by my personal file clerk. My confidential man then brings the report to me in a basket, together with other mail. In fact, I usually find this basket on my desk when I arrive in the morning. After I have glanced over the report, I put it in another basket, together with other papers to be filed. This is removed by my confidential man, who in turn gives the papers to the filing clerk, who puts them in their proper files. The daily confirmation list is made up by the chief clerk, comes to me through the hands of the confidential man, and is returned by me to him. He then gives it to the file clerk, who, with his other duties, attends to the sealing and stamping of all the mail which leaves my private office. I am not familiar with the smaller details of the New York office, but I imagine much the same method is employed there.”

“Now tell me something of these employees, beginning with the confidential man.”

“Tobias Hipple, our confidential man, has held his present position for thirty-five years. We have been lifelong friends. When I was taken into the firm at the age of thirty, we were both clerks together. One of my first orders was to place him in the position he now holds, and to give him a substantial increase in salary. He is a very religious man, a deacon in the church, besides being greatly interested in city mission work. His salary is $10,000 a year, which is much more than such positions usually command, but he is more than a mere clerk. He lives in his own home, a very handsome one in Riverside. His son, by the way, is attentive to my youngest daughter, so you see we are bound together by family as well business ties.”
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