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THE CAT’S MEOW, by the Editor

The Black Cat has been around for almost four years now, serving up a weekly buffet of new and classic mysteries—and more recently science fiction—through our web site, bcmystery.com, to thousands of readers each week. 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.)

So here is Black Cat Weekly #1, the September 5, 2021 issue, for your enjoyment pleasure.

To make the first issue memoriable, we are including a lot more content than usual—double the usual word count, in fact. This time we have no less than three complete novels and 7 short stories—and even a “true crime” feature by Erle Stanley Gardner, creator of Perry Mason!

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 story, a telepathic detective, the first of 12 stories featuring Carlton Clarke from 1908, all of which will be reprinted in Black Cat Weekly’s pages). Looking for modern detection? We have that, too. And if your taste runs to the fantastic, we also have adventures across parallel worlds and well into the future. (And monsters. Did I mention monsters?)

Happy reading!

—John Betancourt

Editor & publisher


NEXT ISSUE!

We don’t want to give too much away, but next issue we will have a great selection of novels and short stories, including a rare mystery novel by Zenith Brown (who wrote as Leslie Ford and David Frome).

PLUS

The second story in the Carlton Clarke detective series.

PLUS

Another Hal Charles mystery short you can solve yourself.

PLUS

Science fiction by grand masters Robert Silverberg and Poul Anderson.

PLUS

A lot more cool stuff.

DON’T MISS IT!

 


REMISSION, by Michael Bracken
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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.

The blonde sitting on my stool at the far end of the bar when I walked into McGinty’s one Tuesday evening was smoking a cigarette and nursing a martini. I had never seen McGinty make a martini. When I looked a question at the grizzled bar owner, he shrugged and returned to wiping the counter.

I walked the length of the bar and settled onto the stool next to the blonde, trapping her against the wall. Though every other seat was empty, she gave no indication that she noticed or cared. McGinty put a shot of Jack Daniel’s in front of me but said nothing.

The blonde was overdressed for the place, in a black sheath dress that hugged her curves. She wore a pearl necklace and pearl drop earrings to match, but no other jewelry. A black clutch lay on the counter to her right, between her martini and the wall. As I examined her, she lit a cigarette from the butt of the one she’d been smoking and mashed the stub into an ashtray containing three others. Without glancing in my direction, she said, “I’m tired of drinking alone.”

I downed the Jack Daniel’s and tapped the empty glass with my index finger. McGinty poured a second shot. I asked, “How long’s your husband been gone?”

When the blonde didn’t respond, I touched her ring finger.

She glanced at the telltale indication that she’d removed a wedding band and said, “Not long enough, but he has something of mine and I want it back.”

I knew then that she’d come to McGinty’s looking for me. I’m not a cat burglar, sneak thief, or con man, but I earn a passable living retrieving things for people who have few other options. “Who sent you?”

She named her divorce attorney, a man who had once hired me to retrieve his French bulldog from a spiteful former lover.

I asked, “What does your husband have?”

“My father’s burial flag and his medals,” she said. “They aren’t worth anything to anyone but me.”

“Why did he keep them?”

“Spite.”

Never-ending martinis were her lubricant, and her story came out in no particular order, punctuated by deep drags from a string of cigarettes, each lit from the butt of the previous one. What I pieced together involved a marriage based on mutual obsession and a father who may or may not have been a war hero.

By the time she spilled everything, the blonde reeked of tobacco and alcohol and was in no condition to drive. I live two blocks from McGinty’s, in a second-floor walk-up I share with a gray tomcat that comes and goes on its own schedule. After we staggered to my apartment, I stripped off her shoes, her dress, and her jewelry, and tucked her into my bed.

Then I opened her clutch and found her driver’s license, a tube of lipstick, a wad of currency, a fresh pack of cigarettes, and a five-shot .38 caliber snub-nose revolver. I examined her Massachusetts license, learning her name, height, eye color, birth date, home address, and driving restrictions. After I put everything back, I grabbed a blanket from the closet and closed the door behind me as I left her snoring in my bedroom.

I fell asleep on the couch wearing nothing but my boxers, and I woke the next morning to the smell of freshly brewed coffee and someone banging pans around in my kitchen. I found Stella Carter wearing only the black push-up bra and panties in which she’d slept, and she was cracking eggs into a cast-iron frying pan my wife had once brandished as a weapon during a bout of pain-killer-fueled hallucinations. Stella had made no obvious attempt to freshen up and had left much of her makeup on my pillows, the first woman to do so since my wife.

“I’m not good at this,” she said. “I broke the yolks.”

I filled a mug with coffee and sat at the kitchen table beneath the wall-mounted telephone sipping it as I watched her toast and butter stale white bread, fry the eggs, and divide everything onto a pair of mismatched stoneware plates that she carried to the table. I reached behind me, retrieved two forks from the silverware drawer, and slid one across the table as she sat. “You told quite a story last night.”

“I want my father’s things back,” she said. “I was told you’re the man who can get them.”

I forked two fried eggs onto one piece of toast and placed the other piece of toast on top. I lifted the egg sandwich from my plate and took a bite. After I chewed and swallowed, I said, “Tell me more about your husband.”

“He’s John Carter.”

My gonads shriveled. Carter is a common surname, and until that moment I had not made the connection.

“I was waitressing at one of John’s clubs when we met, but I didn’t know who he was until Marcie tipped me off.”

Carter was hard to miss. Standing half a head taller than most men, he’d played defensive tackle throughout school and had remained deceptively thick-bodied well into middle age. I knew an up-and-coming heavyweight boxer deceived by Carter’s tailored suit, styled hair, and excessive floral cologne who had landed a right hook on the man’s chin during a disagreement over a gambling debt and had never again boxed professionally after Carter left him in a dumpster behind one of his clubs.

“At the time I was living in a furnished, fourth-floor walk-up that makes this place look palatial.” With a slight wave of her hand, Stella indicated my apartment. “My father had been gone for a year, and I’d run through the money left after paying for his funeral. What I earned as a cocktail waitress barely paid my rent.”

She glanced down at her breakfast as if ashamed of what she was about to tell me. After a moment, she looked up and continued. I had the feeling I knew where she was headed with her story, but I was wrong.

“Some of the girls earn a little extra on the side, and John takes a cut,” she said, “but I wasn’t looking for that kind of arrangement. I wanted him.”

She caught Carter’s attention one evening when he took a secluded booth in her section and the woman he’d brought with him visited the powder room before taking a powder. Stella didn’t explain how she’d persuaded the woman to slip out the back, but she told Carter that his date had developed female trouble—an excuse few men would question—and had to leave. Something in the way Stella offered her condolences for his truncated date implied that she was quite willing to provide Carter with the appropriate solace. Soon she was sitting in the booth beside him and the other waitresses were covering her tables and giving her the evil eye.

That was the last shift she ever worked in one of Carter’s clubs.

“John treated me well enough at first, and I had everything I ever thought I wanted,” she said. “I was wrong.”

Over time Stella came to realize she might have made a better deal if she had sold her soul to the devil. “I pretended I didn’t know where our money came from, but people I knew—people I had worked with at the club and had known in the neighborhood before I married John—were struggling with gambling debt he booked, struggling to pay vigorish on loans he sharked, struggling with monkeys on their backs from drugs he pushed. When Marcie overdosed on heroin and I was the only person in her cell phone contact list who cared enough to identify her body, I realized I was as much to blame for her death as my husband. I also realized I had turned my back on all the values my father had taught me.”

I finished my egg sandwich before she finished her story.

“I told John I wanted a divorce,” she said, “and I was surprised when he didn’t protest. What I also didn’t expect is that he would let me leave with everything I wanted except what was most important to me.”

“Your father’s things?”

Stella nodded and pushed away her uneaten breakfast.

After a moment of silence, I stood, picked up my plate, and stepped toward the sink. She stopped me with a hand to my bare waist. I turned toward her and found myself staring down into her pale-blue eyes and the deep cleavage created by her push-up bra. My body reacted, and she noticed.

Stella took a deep breath and let it out slowly as if she were weighing her words. She said, “I should go before anything happens that we’ll both regret.”

I stepped back and let her rise, wondering if the way her hips swayed as she crossed the living room to the bedroom was an invitation or a gift of nature.

A few minutes later, Stella returned from my bedroom fully dressed, her clutch in one hand. “It’s been a long time since I had that much to drink,” she said as I walked her to the door. “I’m sorry if I was a burden.”

I told her breakfast more than made up for any inconvenience.

After I opened the door, she stepped into the hall. “You haven’t said if you’d help me or not.”

“I haven’t decided.”

“I can pay you.” She opened her clutch and retrieved the wad of cash.

I put my hand on her forearm. I already knew how much money she carried, and I wanted none of it. “There’s no need.”

She stared into my eyes for a moment before releasing her grip on the cash, letting it drop back into her purse. Then she turned and walked down the hall toward the stairs.

I watched Stella until the tomcat scratched at the window, wanting inside after a night spent prowling the neighborhood. I closed the apartment door, let the cat in, and stood at the window, watching construction on the new elevated highway less than a mile away.

* * * *

I returned to McGinty’s that night and settled onto my barstool. McGinty placed a shot of Jack before me and asked, “What’s John Carter’s wife want from you?”

“You knew who she was?”

“I’m surprised you didn’t.”

I had been too busy with other things to pay attention to the love life of Boston’s leading scumbag, and I didn’t appreciate McGinty reminding me.

I downed the Jack and pushed the empty glass across the bar. McGinty refilled it.

An attorney specializing in mediation—between divorcing couples, dissolving partnerships, feuding neighbors, and corporate dick-waggers—I had never failed to get two parties to reach an agreement.

Until.

Seven years into marriage, my wife was diagnosed with stage 3 cervical cancer. I spent months in and out of hospitals with Erica, pleading with doctors, with surgeons, and with God to spare her life, but nothing I offered in exchange, including my soul, was enough to save her. I lost my practice, my house, my car, and all the trappings of success I had once believed were important. I gave and I gave and I gave until I had nothing left to give.

Because you don’t negotiate with cancer.

It wins.

It always wins.

I’ve been drinking my life away ever since, seeking comfort in a Jack Daniel’s-induced haze. During the intervening years, I claimed the end stool at McGinty’s and made it my office. I’ve done favors for other barflies, and those favors led to the occasional job for well-heeled clients who appreciated the discretion of attorney-client privilege—I maintained my law license even though I didn’t actually practice—and who were willing to reimburse me for my time and effort.

I quit reminiscing in my shot glass and returned my attention to McGinty. “She wants what everybody wants,” I said. “Something she can’t get for herself.”

“If John Carter has what she wants, nobody can get it for her.”

I didn’t argue with McGinty’s assessment of the situation. I had recovered many things for many people, but I had never attempted to recover anything from a man like John Carter. He was not known for his ability to negotiate, nor was he known for his willingness to be on the losing end of any deal. I needed to know what I had to gain if I succeeded and what I had to lose.

* * * *

Two nights later I found Stella occupying my stool again, and she was well into her third martini and fifth cigarette when I straddled the stool next to her. She wore a different black sheath dress but the same pearls. After glancing at me, she asked, “You made a decision yet?”

I had talked with a few people who had done business with her husband, and none were encouraging about my chances of a successful resolution to her problem. “Not yet.”

“At least that’s something.” She finished her martini and tapped the glass with her fingernail. “Anyone else would have turned me down flat.”

McGinty replaced her martini and put a shot of Jack Daniel’s in front of me. I downed it in one quick gulp.

“You want your father’s things. What does your husband want?”

“Me.”

I couldn’t offer him that. “Anything else?”

“He can buy whatever he wants.” Stella took a drag from the cigarette trapped between her fingers. “And what he can’t buy, he can take.”

McGinty replaced my shot glass, and I contemplated her answer while I downed the Jack. “You don’t give me much to work with.”

She shrugged. “It is what it is.”

“Yeah,” I said. “It is.”

We spoke no more about her problem, and between drinks she asked how I’d come to make McGinty’s my office. The story I gave her was no more coherent than the one she’d given me three nights earlier, but I’m certain she gathered that I’d once been married and that I’d lost everything when I let my wife go.

Once we were sufficiently lubricated, we staggered back to my apartment. I stripped Stella down to her underwear, tucked her into my bed, and then climbed in beside her.

I woke the next morning to find the tomcat pinning my legs to the bed and Stella up on one elbow staring down at me. “Did we—?”

“No.”

“We should have.” She slipped out of bed and padded down the hall to the bathroom. A moment later I heard the shower running, so I climbed out of bed and made breakfast. I didn’t break the yolks.

Stella came to the kitchen table wearing a white button-up dress shirt, one of several I had not worn since my last court appearance. Only the bottom two buttons were fastened, and she wore nothing beneath it.

She looked at the sunny-side-up eggs on her plate. “You’re better at this than I am.”

I broke a yolk and dipped the corner of my toast in it.

She looked up. “This is nice.”

“Yes?”

“Waking up next to you, having breakfast together.”

We ate in silence, and I stole glimpses of what the open shirt revealed until the tomcat jumped on the table between us, startling my guest.

I said, “He’s hungry.”

“I can’t have a pet.”

“I don’t have him,” I said about the tomcat. “He has me.”

One corner of her mouth twitched as if a smile had died aborning.

“John once strangled a stray kitten I wanted to take in.” She pushed back from the table. “I need to go.”

I fed the tomcat while Stella dressed, and I met her in the living room as she exited the bedroom fully dressed. I walked her to the door and held it open. As she stepped into the hall, I said, “I’ll see what I can do for you.”

She stretched up and lightly kissed my cheek. “That’s all I can ask.”

* * * *

Stella had not updated her driver’s license, and I remembered the address on it from the first night she slept in my bed. I showered, dressed, and drove to their home, a two-story colonial behind an iron gate. After a pat-down, I was escorted to Carter’s home office by a side of beef masquerading as a man.

Carter sat behind a desk the size of a pool table. He looked up when I entered.

“I’m here on behalf of a friend,” I said. He reeked of floral cologne, and I tried not to gag as I spoke. “You have something she wants, and I’ve come to request it from you.”

Carter laughed hard, loud, and long. When he finished, he said, “I know all about your wheeling and dealing, barfly, and you have nothing I want.”

“You want your wife back.”

His eyes narrowed. “And you think you can deliver that?”

“I don’t know what I can deliver,” I told him. “I just need to know my options.”

He misquoted an old aphorism. “If you love something, set it free. If it comes back, it was meant to be,” he said. “I did that. Now I’m waiting.”

“You haven’t set Stella free if you’re holding on to something she values.”

Carter smiled, but the smile never reached his eyes. “We’re done here.”

The muscle that had escorted me into the room escorted me out.

* * * *

“I saw it in his reaction,” I told McGinty. “Carter wants his wife back. The only way Stella gets her father’s things is by returning to him.”

“He’s human cancer,” McGinty said. McGinty’s had not yet opened for the day, and we were the only people inside, separated by the bar, a pair of shot glasses, and an open bottle of Jack Daniel’s on the counter between us. McGinty poured refills. “Carter kills everything good in people, and your girl’s in remission.”

I stared at the shot glass as I spun it with my thumb and middle finger.

“He knows you drink here,” McGinty said.

I looked up.

“He knows you take her back to your apartment.”

“How—?”

“He sent a guy to talk to me. Said he would shut me down if I kept serving you.”

There had been a McGinty behind the stick since the place opened in the early 1900s, surviving Prohibition as a members-only tearoom serving Canadian whiskey and bathtub gin, and circumventing recent smoking ordinances by encasing a single table in a Plexiglas cube and calling it the No-Smoking Zone.

“What did you tell him?”

McGinty reached under the counter and placed a sawed-off double-barrel shotgun on the counter. “I introduced him to Betsy. Said if he came back I’d make sure they got real intimate.”

I downed my second shot and pushed the empty glass across the bar.

* * * *

I went home alone that night but not the next. Like before, Stella was sitting on my stool when I arrived, martini on the counter in front of her and a cigarette trapped between her fingers. She wore the same pearls and same black sheath dress as the first time I’d seen her, as if her apparel choices were limited.

This time we didn’t wait until we were three sheets to the wind before leaving McGinty’s. Once inside my apartment, she removed her own clothing and helped me remove mine before we slipped into bed. I had not been with a woman since my wife’s passing, and Stella didn’t pretend to enjoy what we did, but it was something we both needed. Afterward she lit a cigarette and smoked it in silence.

The tomcat joined us. He sat at the end of the bed staring at us until Stella finished her smoke and kicked him off. Then she settled into the crook of my arm and he found somewhere else to sleep.

* * * *

I woke the next morning to the sound of my telephone ringing, and I stumbled into the kitchen to answer it.

McGinty said, “Get down here.”

I didn’t ask why. I just ended the call and returned to the bedroom. Stella looked up at me and asked, “What is it?”

“I have to go.” I pulled on my clothes. “McGinty needs me.”

A few minutes later McGinty let me into his bar and showed me the dead man on the floor. A significant portion of the dead man’s abdomen had been spread across the Plexiglas cube and the floor around it. I recognized the muscle who had patted me down at Carter’s home a few days earlier and looked at McGinty. “What have you done?”

“He came back,” McGinty said, “so I kept my promise.”

Betsy lay on the bar, breech open and two spent shells on the counter beside it. I said, “We need to get this guy out of here before someone comes looking for him.”

We put on gloves, wrapped the body in plastic McGinty found in the storage room, and put it in the trunk of McGinty’s car. Less than a mile away we dumped the body into a concrete form for one of the elevated highway’s unpoured support pillars.

Then we returned to the bar and scrubbed down the Plexiglas cube and the floor surrounding it. Any of the dead man’s body fluids remaining in the cracks and crevices merged with that remaining from decades of bar fights, stabbings, and shootings.

“What will you say if someone comes looking for him?”

“Looking for who?” McGinty opened a fresh bottle of Jack Daniel’s and offered me a shot.

I shook my head. I needed to think, not drink.

* * * *

Stella was dressed and sitting on the couch when I let myself into my apartment. She rose and came into my arms. “I didn’t know when you’d be back,” she said, “and I didn’t know how long I should wait.”

I held her at arm’s length and stared into her eyes. Nothing reflected back. The cancer that was John Carter had already infected Stella, and through her had infected McGinty and had infected me. “You want your father’s things?”

She nodded.

I phoned Carter’s home. When he answered, I asked, “If I bring your wife with me, will you give her what she wants?”

“Of course.”

After ending the call, I turned to Stella and saw that she’d been listening. I said, “It’s the only way.”

Less than an hour later, Carter answered our knock. When he saw Stella standing beside me, he smiled. This time the smile reached his eyes. “I knew you couldn’t stay away.”

“I didn’t come for you,” she said. “I came for my father’s things.”

He led us into his office. Atop his desk lay a wooden display case containing Stella’s father’s burial flag, folded so that only a triangular blue field of stars was visible, along with his silver First Lieutenant bars and several medals that I did not recognize mounted on a black felt backboard. Stella started toward it, but I stopped her.

I asked, “What’s the catch?”

“She stays.”

I had loved Erica, but when cancer reduced my wife to a husk kept alive only by artificial means, when I realized that you don’t negotiate with cancer, and when I felt I had run out of options, I set her free by taking her off of life support. I might yet save McGinty and myself, but I could not save Stella and had to remove her life support. I said, “Okay.”

Stella looked at me and then at her husband. I don’t know which of us she was addressing when she said, “You son of a bitch.”

Surprising only Carter, Stella pulled the .38 caliber snub-nose revolver from her clutch and pointed it at him. They each had what they wanted, so I backed out of Carter’s home office, turned, and walked toward the front door.

His voice echoed through the foyer. “You can’t live without me.”

“Then I won’t.”

I heard two gunshots and kept going.

When I walked into McGinty’s that night I was, for the first time ever, disappointed to see that my bar stool was empty, and I drank until I no longer remembered the blonde’s name or my own.

ABOUT THE AUTHOR

Michael Bracken is the author of several novels and more than 1,300 short stories, including stories selected for inclusion in The Best American Mystery Stories 2018 and The Mysterious Bookshop Presents The Best Mystery Stories of the Year 2021. Additionally, he is the editor of Black Cat Mystery Magazine and several anthologies, including the Anthony Award-nominated The Eyes of Texas: Private Eyes from the Panhandle to the Piney Woods. “Remission” was originally published by Level Best Books in Landfall: The Best New England Crime Stories 2018. Learn more at crimefictionwriter.com.


A KEY FOR REBECCA, by Hal Charles

Rebecca felt the excitement growing as she entered her friend Kathy’s dusty pottery barn. In three days Rebecca would be celebrating her fifth wedding anniversary, and as he had done every year since their marriage, her husband, Brad, a mystery buff, had dreamed up a crazy way to reveal his gift to her.

One year Rebecca had to solve a rhebus Brad had published in the local paper to learn he was taking her on a trip to Bermuda. Another time he sent her on a scavenger hunt that ended at a jewelry store where she received a beautiful birthstone necklace. As wacky as Brad’s “mysteries” were, she loved them since they brought him as much joy as her.

This year Brad had sent her to Kathy’s place with two pieces of information: the clue she would find would point to one of her friends at the gathering, who held a key for her, and that all might not be as it seemed.

“Rebecca,” said Kathy, leaving a small group of women just inside the entrance, “so great to see you.”

“Brad told me that he’d talked you into helping him with his year’s mystery.”

Kathy laughed. “That’s right, girl. Now follow me.”

Her friend led Rebecca to a well-worn potter’s wheel at the rear of the large barn. Looking down, Rebecca saw the letters MS traced in the dust on the wheel’s flat surface.

“Brad left that for you,” said Kathy. “Now put on our thinking cap.”

Rebecca scanned the room. Brad had told her the clue would identify someone there. Surely the MS couldn’t be a friend’s initials. That would be too easy. Besides, a quick survey of names revealed no match.

Rebecca’s attention was drawn to the group near the barn’s entrance. As she approached, she recognized Joyce Cummings, who was proudly showing her recently published children’s book to the other women.

“All the hard work sure paid off,” said Belle Devereux with the sugary southern drawl that stood out in their New England village.

“We may have the next J.K. Rowling on our hands,” chimed in Samantha Weston, lifting her glass in a toast.

MS, thought Rebecca. Could the letters stand for manuscript, as in book? She turned to Joyce. “Do you have a key for me?”

Joyce smiled. “I’m afraid not.”

Their conversation was interrupted by loud voices coming from a display table to the left. Rebecca spotted Gail Remaley, who was holding forth to another small group.

“Gail,” said an obviously frustrated Stacy Collins, “just because you have a master’s degree in geology doesn’t mean you know everything about everything.”

Rebecca headed for the display. A Master’s degree in geology . . . a Master’s in Science . . . an MS. “Gail,” said Rebecca abruptly, “do you have something for me?”

“Well, perhaps a bit of advice concerning climate change,” said Gail, staring at Stacy, “since nobody else wants to listen.”

“No key?” said Rebecca.

Gail shrugged.

Just as she was realizing that Brad’s mystery was a little harder than she had supposed, she heard Belle’s voice from behind her and turned. “Belle, didn’t you tell us that you’re from Mississippi?”

“Biloxi to be exact,” drawled Belle.

“And Mississippi’s abbreviation is MS,” said Rebecca. “You wouldn’t happen to have a key for me, would you?”

Belle looked puzzled.

“I guess not,” said Rebecca, feeling as if she were missing something. There must be hundreds of things MS could stand for.

Walking toward the pottery wheel, Rebecca remembered Brad’s second piece of information: all might not be as it seemed. She grasped the heavy wheel and gave it a spin, realizing she had solved the mystery.

SOLUTION

Brad’s clue was “not as it seemed.” When Rebecca turned the wheel, the MS became SW, and she knew her friend Samantha Weston held the key that fit the ignition of the vintage Austin-Healey sports car Rebecca had admired every time she and Brad passed the dealership.


AUROVIA’S FAMOUS LODGE CASE,
by Frank Lowell Nelson

Every man who has been a newspaper reporter and survived has one case which he gives the post of honor in memory. This is the story of the assignment I like best to remember, not only because it resulted in the solution of one of the most mysterious cases that ever arose in Illinois, but rather for the reason that it marked my first meeting with Carlton Clarke, a meeting destined to develop into our joint excursions into hitherto untrodden pathways in the study of crime which have since made Clarke’a name famous on two continents.

It was in the summer of 1896 that the word came to the office of the Chicago morning paper with which I was then connected that the police of the little city of Aurovia were struggling with a case which seemed destined to prove one of the greatest mysteries of the day. As I had met with considerable success in criminal cases, the managing editor lost no time in hustling me off by the first train to the scene of action.

The brief account in the first paper I picked up, stripped of its glaring headlines, was as follows:

Early this morning a very mysterious tragedy occurred in the hall of the Ancient Order of Persian Knights, a local secret society, which resulted in the almost instant death of Dr. Arthur W. Williams, a prominent physician of this city. The initiation of Dr. Williams was in progress at the time. In one portion of the ceremony, the candidate, having been condemned to death for invading the sacred domain of the shah, is ordered to load an old-fashioned dueling pistol with powder and ball which are furnished him. He is then placed against the wall by a member of the lodge, holding the office of royal executioner. The powder provided the candidate has always been a clever counterfeit made of pulverized anthracite coal, and the only climax to the thrilling ceremony, heretofore, has been the fizzle of the percussion cap and the shouts of laughter of the lodge members.

Dr. Williams was an old hand at lodge work. As a consequence, none of the efforts of the Persian Knights to break down his nerve or self-possession had been successful. When he had loaded the pistol, he faced Dr. Homer Smith, whose duty it was to fire the shot, and gazed into his eyes without a visible tremor. Suddenly the members of the lodge, about 300 of whom were present, were startled by a loud explosion. Dr. Williams fell forward with blood gushing from a wound in his forehead. Among the first to reach the stricken man was Dr. Smith, who had fired the fatal shot. He tried to stanch the blood, but the bullet had penetrated the brain, and Dr. Williams died in his arms without speaking.

Chief of Police Darling, who is a prominent member of the order, holding the office of royal astrologer, at once thought to secure the cup from which the powder had beer poured. A few grains remained. He tasted them. It was unmistakably black gunpowder.

No arrests have been made, and no one seems willing in take the responsibility of saying that the tragedy was anything more than accident due to the carelessness of someone in getting the counterfelt powder mixed with the real article.

“Oh, those country correspondents!” I fairly groaned. There was so much I wanted to know. Who had handled the supposed counterfeit powder? What was the customary source from which the Order of Persian Knights procured it? What were the relations of the two physicians toward each other?

I turned to the other papers. One or two gave further details of the character of the lodge, the name of which was strange to me, and something of the personalities of the principals.

The two physicians were prominent in the professional and social life of the city. Dr. Williams had settled in Aurovia two years before. Dr. Smith had been born and reared there. Dr. Williams left a widow, but no children. Dr. Smith was unmarried and made his home with a maiden aunt.

“It all depends upon the history of the powder,” I said to myself as I stuffed the papers into my pocket.

“You are right, sir. It all depends upon the history of the powder.”

I turned around half in anger at this unlooked-for interruption to my train of thought. Whatever emotion I may have felt was instantly lost in interest in the face before mine. It was a face I should have singled out among a thousand. Clean shaven, the firmly molded chin showed by its slight tinge of blue that the beard, had it been allowed to grow, would have been black. The nose was aquiline and of perfect proportions. The intelligent eyes were dark almost to blackness. The complexion was swarthy, but suffused with the glow of health. The hair was of that distingué combination of colors, black, shading almost to white on the temples and over the forehead. An American, evidently, but inheriting through several generations of new world ancestors the markings of southern Europe. His height I should have estimated at six feet. Carlton Clarke really lacks three-quarters of an inch of the mark.

“You were saying that it all depends upon the history of the powder, and I agreed that you had estimated the case correctly,” repeated my neighbor.

“I have no recollection of saying anything of the kind, although I admit I was thinking it,” I replied. “May I ask how you defined my thoughts so readily?”

“Oh, I noticed that you were studying the case from the papers. It took no second sight to see that you were not satisfied with the information you gained. I am going down on the case myself, and doubtless I followed your chain of ideas which I am sure came to the only logical conclusion. I trust there is nothing uncanny about it. But permit me to share your seat with you. It is hard to converse over one of these high backs.”

“Whom do you represent at Aurovia?” I asked when the change had been executed.

“No one. I am unofficial and am solely upon my own hook.”

“Then you are a sort of Sherlock Holmes?” I ventured.

“Sherlock Holmes is an impossibility. With all due respect to his literary progenitor, Dr. Doyle, I have very little respect for his methods, although I admit I employ them at times. Crime is psychological and must be approached psychologically regarding both its prevention and its detection. It must be combatted by the study of men, not by the analysis of cigar ashes. It may be prevented by employing the breed of human beings rather than that of bloodhounds. But I tire you, perhaps.”

“No, no, go on; I beg of you.”

“There is scarcely time for further discussion, for if I am not mistaken we are nearing Aurovia. By the way, you doubtless can procure me an interview with Dr. Homer Smith in the jail, as you have the backing of a big newspaper.”

“But Dr. Smith has not been arrested, according to the papers. I had the very latest editions.”

“He had not when we left Chicago, but unless I am greatly mistaken, he is now behind bars and with a pretty black case against him.”

“You certainly have information on the case which the newspapers have not been able to obtain,” I replied, rather nettled.

“No, I know no more about the case than you. Perhaps I merely jump to the conclusion as the finality of a theory which my mind suggested. I may be mistaken.”

Further conversation was interrupted by our arrival before the little artificial stone building which serves for a railway station at Aurovia. As we stepped onto the platform, the evident topic of conversation on all sides was the tragedy of the night before.

I scorned unofficial information until I had exhausted the official. However, I could not resist turning to one of the groups on the platform and asking: “What is the latest in the Williams case?”

“Doc Smith gave himself up about two hours ago,” was the answer.

“So my theory was correct,” murmured my companion.

“Yes, and the mystery knocked out of another good story. But let’s see what the police have to say.”

* * * *

When we reached police headquarters, we found Chief Darling in his office and at leisure. As we entered, my companion slipped me his card with an apology for having omitted the formality on the train. The name I read was “Mr. Carlton Clarke.”

Chief Darling was willing to talk, but protested that he had no knowledge which was not already public property in the city. He had arrested Dr. Smith upon his own request and after a conference with the state’s attorney. The most damaging evidence against him, aside from the known details of the tragedy, was a powerful motive. The prisoner had every reason in the world to be the enemy of the dead physician, although there had never been an open rupture, and they met as friends in society and lodge work. When Dr. Williams came to Aurovia, Dr. Smith had a flourishing practice. Within two years, his practice had dwindled to practically nothing, with most of his wealthiest patients having fallen under the spell of Dr. Williams’ engaging personality.

But it was over an affair of the heart that the most serious clash in their fortunes had occurred. Dr. Smith for years had been “keeping company” with pretty Lucile Burton. Everybody in the city believed them to be tacitly engaged. The society sensation, therefore, was sprung when the cards came out about a year before announcing the marriage of Dr. Williams and Lucile Burton.

“Has their married life been happy?” asked Carlton Clarke, the first words he had spoken during the interview.

“Well, yes, as far as anybody knows. Dr. Williams was a hard drinker at times—what you might call a periodical drinker—but few people knew it, as he always went home and locked himself in the house for three or four days, and it was given out that he was sick. But my men have taken him home many a time just before one of those ‘sick spells.’”

“What is Dr. Smith’s bearing?”

“That’s just what puzzles me. He will make no confession, and yet he wants to be locked up. I said to him, ‘Look here, Doc, you’re not guilty of this thing, are you?’ and he said. ‘Technically I am,’ and not another word could I get out of him. But l shouldn’t be surprised if he makes a full confession at the inquest tomorrow.”

“Now, Chief,” continued Clarke, “you have, of course, investigated fully the history of the powder?”

“That was the first move I made, and that’s one thing that makes it look bad for Doc. The fake stuff never left his hands from the time it was ground until the shot was fired. The lodge has been getting its imitation made at Burpee’s drug store, where a clerk by the name of Wilbur Paget, who is a member of the lodge, grinds it up on the quiet as we need it. On the afternoon of the initiation he had made up a quantity. Doc Smith dropped into the store about 5:30, and Paget gave him the powder wrapped up in a brown paper package. As far as I can find out, nobody but Paget and Doc handled it or saw it.”

“Have you inquired whether Dr. Smith has purchased any gunpowder lately?”

“Oh, it wouldn’t be necessary for him to do that. All the doctors here hunt a good deal, and Doc Smith always has plenty of ammunition in his house. If he wanted to do away with Doc Williams, it would be the easiest thing in the world for him to have changed the powders and then said it was accident. But if that’s the case, I can’t understand why he wants to give himself up.”

“Don’t you suppose the clandestine meeting he had with Mrs. Williams this morning had something to do with it?”

“Now look here, who has leaked?” Darling exclaimed. “I was sure no one knew of that but myself and one of my men who happened to see them together.”

“You have leaked, my dear Mr. Darling,” answered Clarke. “It was a chance cast, and I’m surprised that an old hand like you should have taken the bait. But you may rely upon our discretion, and I trust you will pardon my lucky stroke and give us your full confidence.”

Clarke’s good humor seemed partially to mollify the angry officer, but I could see that the shot rankled.

“I guess I was pretty easy,” said Darling, “but I’ll take it as a favor if you won’t say anything. Of course, it will all come out at the inquest, but I don’t know what passed between them, and in the meantime I’m saying nothing about it.”

“We may see Dr. Smith, I suppose?”

“I’ll see it he will receive you,” answered the chief.

* * * *

In a few minutes, he returned with the information that the doctor would grant us an audience.

When we entered his cell, Dr. Smith was seated upon the board which did duty as a bed. He was quite my ideal type of a typical physician.

I waited a few seconds, expecting Clarke to take the lead in the conversation, as he had seemed inclined to do with the chief. He, however, seemed to prefer the study of Dr. Smith’s eyes. The pause was becoming awkward, so I broke it.

“I assure you, Doctor,” I said, “that our duty is a painful one, but you are aware that the newspapers tomorrow will print all the information which the ingenuity of their reporters can acquire. I believe it will be to your advantage to give me your story and let our paper, at least, put you before the public in the very best light. Dogged silence on your part will, I believe, tend to change the popular verdict upon your admission of ‘technically guilty’ from involuntary manslaughter to that of willful murder.”

“I care little for the verdict of the public. Let them call it ‘willful murder’ if they wish.”

“Then that is the inference which you wish me to give your silence in my story of the case?”

“Give it whatever inference you will. This is a matter solely between me and the law, and I cannot see that either the public or the newspapers have any rights to my confidence.”

During this conversation, I could see the eyes of the doctor constantly reverting to those of Clarke as if he found there some irresistible fascination. Then Clarke suddenly broke in.

“Whom are you shielding?” he cried.

“No one,” fairly shouted the doctor. “Who are you that you should come here to catechise me?”

Clarke ignored the question.

“Are you going to carry this farce to the end, even though it be an ignominious death?” he asked quietly.

At first the doctor seemed to lose control of himself, and then he gathered himself together and cried:

“Leave this room instantly, both of you! I have answered all the impertinent and frivolous questions I am going to.”

“We have all the information that we shall get here,” said Clarke as he took my arm and beckoned to the chief, who had watched the interview through a small glass-covered aperture in the door.

I did not know whether to be angry with Clarke or with myself, but I felt that one of us had blundered. Clarke, on his part, was taciturn.

“We had better see the drug clerk who mixed the fake powder before we interview the widow,” was all he would vouchsafe.

* * * *

The drug clerk, Wilbur Paget, corroborated all the chief had said regarding the fake powder, but by far the most important piece of information which he told us was that on the afternoon he handed the package to Dr. Smith, he had also given the doctor a small purchase which Mrs. Williams had ordered by telephone, asking him to leave it at Dr. Williams’ home, which he must pass on the way to his own.

When we had all the information we wanted from Paget, we turned into the shady residence street in which was situated the cozy home of the late Dr. Williams. In our efforts to gain an audience with the widow, however, we met our first serious obstacle. After sending messages in repeatedly, we at last got the doubtful assurance that Mrs. Williams might possibly see us for a few minutes about 9 o’clock the next morning.

It was getting along toward 6 o’clock, and I decided to go to the hotel and get my story turned in. Just as I was turning off the last pages of copy with the messenger at my elbow to rush it to the wire, Clarke entered with a steaming cup of coffee and a generous plate of toast.

“I knew you’d missed your supper,” he explained.

While I was munching the toast and sipping the coffee, Clarke sat on the edge of the bed idly blowing rings of smoke from his cigarette.

“Well, Mr. Clarke, what do you think by this time?” I ventured.

“I think that if I had told you what I think before you wrote your story, you might have written a better one, but no one would have believed it. Which I consider is enigmatical if not grammatical.”

“Read me the riddle, then,” I said. “I confess my brain is too blank to solve it. What is your theory?”

“If what I have to tell you was merely theory, I would offer no apology for it, but as I claim it is fact, I only ask you to reserve your judgment and trust to the future to corroborate me.

“Here is the case. Dr. Smith did not commit that murder. There was no more surprised person in the lodge room when the pistol went off. He gave himself up for two reasons. First, to shield the woman he loves and whom he believes to be guilty. Second, he feels that he is technically guilty because his hand did the act, and his mind has exulted over it. This latter motive would not, however, have been sufficient to cause him to place his neck in jeopardy were it not coupled with the stronger one of love. This is Dr. Smith’s entire connection with the case morally. Circumstantially, he is more closely connected, as I will show later.

“Wilbur Paget, the drug clerk, might have committed the murder. He has for several years been desperately and hopelessly in love with Mrs. Williams and has cherished a secret hatred for her husband. Thus the motive was there. The only reason he is not guilty is that the idea did not occur to him. This eliminates the drug clerk.”

“And now for the woman,” I said.

“And now for the woman. She has two strong points against her at the start—motive and opportunity.”

“Motive perhaps, but the evidence has not shown opportunity,” I objected.

“Do not interrupt, my dear Sexton. I will show you the opportunity later. Her motive was a double one. She suffered in silence the constant abuse of a drunken husband. Also, she loves another. Thus she had the strongest motive which can actuate a woman to murder, the desire to rid herself of a man who was ruining her life and to be free to marry a man she loves.

“Now for the opportunity, which you doubt. When Dr. Smith stopped at the Williams home to deliver the package from the drug store, Dr. Williams was out. Common courtesy demanded that his wife ask Dr. Smith into the house, even had her heart not prompted her to snatch every moment with him that she could. When he entered the house, he handed one package to Mrs. Williams. It was his excuse for calling. The other, the powder, he laid down with his hat on the hall tree.

“I cannot conjecture the nature of their conversation. That is a point on which I will be able to tell you more tomorrow. But here is one of the main points of the chain. Mrs. Williams knew the nature of the ordeal which her husband was to go through that night. I would stake my reputation that Dr. Smith told her, for he is just the type of man who is unable to keep anything from a woman. So we will set it down as reasonable that Mrs. Williams knew.

“Now for the opportunity. When Dr. Smith left the house, he did not take the powder with him. Whether it was connivance, intent, or merely absent-mlndedness, I cannot say. But I incline toward the latter. At any rate, the imitation powder was in the possession of Mrs. Williams for some little time. She knew its purpose. What is there to prevent her from making the substitution? It is her great temptation. A moment and it is done. Now the man who has merited her concentrated hatred and scorn for a year of wedded life will pass out and she will be free. Who will be the wiser? Who will attribute it to anything but accident?”

“Or to her lover?” I objected.

“That, my dear Sexton, would be a fatal conjection were woman a reasoning creature. It is doubtful if she thought of that possibility.”

“No, no, you are all wrong,” I exclaimed. “I would have to lose all my faith in womankind before I could credit it. I would rather believe it of the doctor.”

“But I know he is innocent. I may be mistaken about the woman,” answered Clarke.

“But how do you know?”

“I would hesitate to tell you,” said Clarke, turning his eyes full upon me, “were it not for the fact that I foresee that we are destined to work together in the future. It is only fair that you should know something of my methods. To insure against your skepticism of what I am going to tell you, I wish first to give you a little demonstration of what those who know me are pleased to term my powers.

“In the first place, you are considering giving up active newspaper work and devoting your entire time to work that is more congenial. Since coming to Aurovia, you have fully decided to take the step, give up your position, withdraw from the club on Huron Street where you are living and where quiet work is out of the question, and take a little flat which you have in mind, with possibly one congenial companion. This will be your best plan, my dear Sexton, and I am sure you will make a success of the great work which you have outlined.”

I was literally stumped. Here was a man relating to me ideas which had formed in my brain within the time I had been talking to him and of which there could be no possible external evidence.

“I am ready to believe anything,” I said. “Now, what is your system?”

“Of course, you are familiar with telepathy,” replied Clarke, “and are sufficiently liberal-minded to admit the possibility of a thing which even cold-blooded modern science scarcely credits.”

“Then you are a mind-reader and have seen the workings of my brain pictured in your own, just as you have seen the thoughts of the chief, Dr. Smith, and the drug clerk.”

“Not exactly. I see, my dear Sexton, that you know very little about telepathy. Mind-reading is too strong a term. I have met telepathists who claimed to be developed psychically to the extent that they could see a picture of the thoughts of others. I have seen them perform some wonderful feats. But telepathy, as given to me, is not an exact science by any means. It merely amounts to this: When I am listening to you, my mind is following your words. Suddenly there may flash across my brain an entirely different sequence of ideas. Many persons experience this sensation but fail to recognize the thoughts which spring into being as emanating from the exterior.”

“But you don’t mean to say that you can secure evidence in a case of this kind which will be valid in a court of law?” I asked, returning to the more practical side of the question.

“Certainly not, but telepathy will indicate the lines on which to search for more tangible evidence. When my system is developed in its entirety, crime will become an exact science. You remember Blackstone’s rule that not the severity but the certainty of the punishment is a deterrent of crime.”

“Then it is your belief that our interview with Mrs. Williams tomorrow will disclose her guilt?”

“If she is guilty, I have no doubt I shall be able to find it out.”

“But how will you substantiate her guilt in a manner acceptable to a jury?”

“Either by causing her to break through her self-possession and make a full confession—or, failing in this, by gaining some indication of where to look for material evidence. Now, for fear that you may still entertain some skepticism of my poor powers, I want to tell you what you have been thinking within the last few minutes. Your mind says, ‘I believe this man would make a good working companion for me. I wonder if he is so situated that he can share that little flat on Oak street. I wish I dared ask him.’ I will spare you the embarrassment of acknowledging that I am right, my dear Sexton, and will say that I am alone in the world, without ties of any kind, and doubtless when we return to Chicago we can arrange to join interests.”

In the midst of my astonishment and the “good nights,” Clarke slipped away to his room.

* * * *

After breakfasting the next morning, Clarke and I set out to fulfill our tentative appointment with Mrs. Williams. The streets were already crowded, and I marked several rivals from other papers. They gave me pitying glances when they saw me leaving the square. The coroner was expected momentarily, and they thought I was going to miss the inquest.

When we reached the Williams’ cottage, we were ushered into the parlor. The maid assured us that Mrs. Williams would be down in a few minutes.

“You lead in the conversation, Sexton. I want a chance to study her,” said Clarke. “Question her just as if everything I told you last night was fact and as if you knew all about the doctor’s stop here and the meeting yesterday morning.”

“You must come to my rescue if you see me getting into deep water.”

He nodded, and further talk was interrupted by the entrance of the widow. She had a petite little body with a face pretty, yet full of character, framed in a mass of dark hair, defiant of pins and fastenings. Caste was written in the finely-formed nose and the firmly modeled chin. She was of the type which loves much but suffers in silence. Women of her class do not turn to murder to escape trouble.

“Mrs. Williams,” I began rather lamely after her acceptance of our apologies for intruding, “I will spare you, as far as possible, but I would like to ask you a few questions relating to the events of the afternoon previous to it. In the first place, I understand Dr. Smith stopped here on his way home to supper.”

“Dr. Smith stopped to leave a package which I had ordered by phone from the drug store.”

“And I understand that he came into the house and sat a few minutes, leaving his hat and another package which he carried in the hall.”

Mrs. Williams started, grew a shade paler, but quickly recovered her composure and nodded in acquiescence.

“And when Dr. Smith left.” I continued. “I understand that he neglected to take his package with him.”

Again she started, bit her lips, but nodded an affirmative.

“How long did the package remain here after Dr. Smith left?”

“About half an hour.”

“Did he call for it in person?”

“No. He sent a boy who works around his stable.”

“Are you aware of the contents of that package?”

“I am,” and there was a little choking catch in her voice as she said it.

“Now, Mrs. Williams, I want to remind you that neither Mr. Clarke nor myself is an officer of the law, and thus we have no right to ask you to make any statement which will tend to incriminate anyone; but I wish to ask one more question which I leave to your discretion whether or not to answer. Were you aware of the contents of that package during the time it was in your possession?”

“I was. Dr. Smith had told me of the work of the lodge, and when he laid down his hat and the package, he remarked: ‘Here is the fake powder for your husband tonight.’”

I could not but admire her courage as she made this statement, certainly a damaging one if brought before a jury. I cast a furtive glance of appeal at Clarke.

“Mrs. Williams,” he began in his whirlwind fashion, “I will ask you what passed between yourself and Dr. Smith at the early morning meeting you had with him yesterday. Wait a minute. Is it not a fact that Dr. Smith called you to the back door before the neighbors were up and while the watchers were all in the front part of the house with the body? And he confessed to you that he had executed the fatal change in the powders?”

“Did Dr. Smith tell you that?” she asked in a tense voice, while she convulsively clasped and unclasped her hands.

“Dr. Smith has told me nothing. It is a fact, isn’t it?”

“Yes.”

“But despite his confession to you and the fact that he gave himself up to the police, you believe him to be innocent?”

“Oh, sir, I more than believe it. I know he is innocent.”

“How do you know it?” snapped Clarke, with his eyes rivetted upon the frail bit of femininity before him.

“I know it—because—because I changed the powders.”

I could scarcely believe my senses. I glanced at Clarke expecting a furtive look of triumph. Instead, he seemed completely nonplussed and sat looking into Mrs. Williams’ terrified eyes as if his whole soul was seeking to drag forth her secret. When he finally broke the spell, his voice took on a tone of deepest earnestness.

“Mrs. Williams, why do you, who are not a woman given to falsehood, deliberately tell me what l know to be untrue? Dr. Smith would not ask this sacrifice at your hands. He is innocent, and his innocence alone will save him.”

She arose and grasped the back of her chair for support. She seemed about to fall, but she gathered all the energy of a mighty spirit in a frail body and cried, appealingly:

“Oh, I will save him! You shall not prevent me! Even though he be guilty, I will save him. Mine was the first guilt. Prove that he is innocent, and I will thank you with my whole life. If you cannot, do not stand in my way, for I am the guilty one, and on my head alone should the punishment fall. You have dragged out my secret and made me lay my heart open before you who are strangers. Do not betray me, but let me work this problem out in my own way, I beg of you, gentlemen.”

“You may rely on our discretion, Mrs. Williams,” said Clarke, as he took the cold hand of the woman to help her back into her chair. “But I hope that there will be some other way out of it and that no sacrifice will be necessary.”

Just then the telephone bell rang.

“Answer it, if you please, Mr. Sexton,” said the woman, who seemed too weak to rise.

I went to the telephone.

“Yes?” I said.

“Coroner has arrived. Inquest is beginning. Mrs. Williams is wanted at once at the court house.”

I turned and gave the message verbatim, then hung up the phone receiver. Extracting from her a hurried promise to heed our counsel, we left Mrs. Williams to take her own course.

“What do you think of it. Clarke?” I asked as we left the house.

His brow furrowed. “I don’t know what to think. They’re both innocent. She told the truth. You noticed how I led her into it. She has a remarkably psychic mind, and I knew the storm was coming before it broke.”

I said, “Dr. Smith might confess falsely to the murder if he thought he was saving her.

“Yes. Each believes the other is guilty. I’ll be hanged if I believe either of them is.” He straightened suddenly. “See here, you go back to town and keep an eye on the inquest. Do all in your power to keep Mrs. Williams from making a confession. I have an intuition which leads me in the direction of Dr. Smith’s barn.”

* * * *

When I reached the court house, the proceedings already had commenced. I was in plenty of time, however, as much time was being wasted with the history of the lodge and the evidence of about twenty of those who were present at the time of the tragedy. Each told exactly the same story.

I slipped into a vacant seat inside the bar and directly behind Mrs. Williams, who was flanked by two “Job’s comforters” in the persona of elderly female friends. When I had the chance, I whispered to her: “Do not make any confession until Mr. Clarke comes. He is on the trail of new evidence.”

The first evidence of real importance was that of the drug clerk, who swore to the facts he had told Clarke and myself. Chief Darling’s policeman swore to the early morning meeting between Dr. Smith and the widow, and the effect seemed to be to turn the tide of sentiment decidedly against Smith, who was preserving his composure admirably during the trying ordeal.

Finally, Mrs. Williams was called to the stand. There was a buzz of excitemment and then a hush as the little woman took the oath. The coroner, in questioning her, showed an absolute lack of sympathy, although at no point did he exceed legals rights.

“Now, Mrs. Williams,” continued the coroner, after a few formal questions such as her name and address, “I want you to tell the jury what passed between you and Dr. Smith when you met early yesterday morning.”

“Dr. Smith simply came to ask me if there was any assistance he could render in my trouble. I expected no less of someone I have known since childhood.”

Doubtless she told the truth, but I trust the recording angel overlooked the fact that it was not the whole truth.

“Why did he come to the back door?” asked the coroner.

“After his close connection with my husband’s death, I suppose he wished to avoid publicity.”

“Did Dr. Smith offer you any explanation as to the cause of the tragedy?”

Mrs. Williams hesitated and looked appealingly at me.

I endeavored to instill strength into her wavering courage with all the power of my eyes, but the poor, harassed little woman was unequal to the strain of the ordeal. And perhaps to her mind it seemed that she was being led on to give incriminating evidence against the man she loved. With a pathetic out-throwing of her hands toward her inquisitor, she rose to her feet.

“No! No!” she cried in a pitifully shrill voice. “He had no explanation to offer. I alone know who killed Dr. Williams. It was I who—”

“Stop!” commanded a voice at the back of the hall.

The sudden interruption broke the tension under which everyone was laboring, and all eyes were directed to discover its source. I turned with the crowd and saw Clarke forcing his way up the aisle, half dragging a frowsied, freckled, tow-headed lad of about 13. whose violent sobbing became the only sound in the room as he was led to the coroner’s desk.

“Mr. Coroner,” said Clarke, on reaching the railing with his prisoner, “I wish to put this boy in evidence before Mrs. Williams finishes her testimony. Here is the instrument of Dr. Williams’ death.”

Everybody in the hall was standing, and there was a great craning of necks to see Clarke’s captive.

“Mrs. Williams is excused for the present. You will be sworn, Mr.—?”

“Carlton Clarke,” answered my companion, quickly taking the oath.

“Now,” said Clarke, “this boy is in no condition of mind to be examined, but when he sees that he has not committed a crime and that no harm will come to him, he will corroborate what I have to say. I found him in the corner of Dr. Smith’s hay loft praying for dear life. He is the boy who Dr. Smith sent after the package of imitation powder which he had left at Mrs. Williams’ house when he called there the afternoon previous to the tragedy. This boy intended going rabbit hunting the next day, and on his way to Mrs. Williams’, he stopped at Toby’s Gun Store and bought a nickel’s worth of gun powder. This he slipped into his left pocket. When Mrs. Williams gave him the package Dr. Smith had left, he put it in his right pocket. Being an absent-minded youth, he had forgotten all about his errand when he returned to Dr. Smith’s house. The doctor asked him suddenly for the package, and being left-handed, as may be proved, he reached for his left pocket. The next morning when he heard of Dr. Williams’ death and found what he had done, he hid the other package in the hay, where I found it. He has been in a condition of absolute terror and has been hiding in the hay ever since. Isn’t that so, Timothy Dolan?”

“Y-y-yes, sir,” sobbed the boy.

Then the courtroom broke into cheer, and whatever formalities the court took to free Dr. Smith were lost in the excitement.

Later that day, as Clark and I watched the spires of Aurovia fading in the distance that evening, I could not help wondering if Dr. Smith regretted the mistake of his freckled stableboy.

* * * *

More than a year after the events recorded in the foregoing narrative, Clarke and I were idling in our rooms one morning when the mail brought a square envelope addressed to Clarke.

“Here,” he said, and he tossed the card over to me. “This will recall to your mind the mystery of the famous Aurovia Lodge case.”

It was an announcement or the marriage of Mrs. Lucile Williams to Dr. Homer Smith.


THE CASE OF THE KNOCKOUT BULLET,
by Erle Stanley Gardner

By a twist of irony, the famed sports celebrity destined for death at the hand of a murderer, that autumn morning long ago, had been known to millions as “The Michigan Assassin.”

It was an appellation in no way related to the crime of murder, in its customary meaning. Sportswriters had created it as a tag for a brilliant young boxer as he fought his way in the prize ring to a world’s championship title.

So, oddly, in this case it was to be the “assassin” who would be the victim. And it was a bullet instead of the fist of an opponent that delivered the knockout that ended forever the career of Stanley Ketchel, world’s middleweight champion of his day.

This case always has intrigued me, for a number of reasons.

First, it is a murder yarn right down the alley of any writer of mystery stories. Second, in my youth I was greatly interested in boxing and for a time fancied myself a fighter of some promise. Ketchel’s career was one that would appeal to any American youth.

Approximately my own age, Ketchel had proved himself an athlete of great personal integrity, with the exceptional skill and fighting heart that has characterized true champions. Virile and handsome, with a magnificently chiseled physique, he was not only the idol of the boys of the land but, wherever he went, he found himself the target of starry-eyed women who fancied him as the answer to their romantic prayers.

But perhaps the most unusual element of all is the fact that today almost no one appears to be aware that murder wrote the final chapter in the record books of one of the greats in the history of boxing—murder that lashed out from far beyond the ropes and canvas of the ring.

It was a crisp fall morning—October 15, 1910—in the Ozarks of Southern Missouri. Stanley Ketchel, middleweight champion of the world, rose early to take his accustomed road work along the by-ways of a cattle ranch to which he had quietly withdrawn a few weeks earlier. The ranch was owned by R. P. Dickerson, Ketchel’s close personal friend and financial advisor. It was in Wright County, 42 miles from the city of Springfield.

Ketchel, upset and deeply annoyed by furtive but persistent overtures that had been made to him in New York by a Broadway gambling syndicate that he throw a fight, had gone to the ranch after publicly disclosing the efforts that had been made to draw him into the gambling conspiracy. He had been extremely bitter in denouncing the gamblers.

He left the ranch house shortly after 4 A.M., returning some two hours later after completing his exercise. The 20-odd hands on the place meantime had risen and gone about their duties.

Ketchel called through a window to the cook, requesting that a breakfast of ham, eggs and a glass of milk be served him on the porch. Then he went to his bedroom and thence on to the ranch wash-shed to bathe.

In the bedroom, it developed later, he put on a dresser a mysterious object that was to inject an almost occult touch into events about to occur.

Not far from the house, the foreman, Charles E. Bailey, and another employe, John Nolen, were piling logs in a woodshed. Shortly after 6:30 o’clock they heard a gunshot. Because the noise had seemed to come from in or near the house, Bailey and Nolen hurried to investigate.

The porch was unoccupied. Silverware lay on the floor. The table-cloth was in disarray. The glass of milk had been overturned. The ham and eggs were untouched. On the floor the two men discovered several small spots of blood. These formed a trail leading inside the house. In his room, sprawled face up across the bed, lay Ketchel. He was breathing but obviously dying.

As the two men bent over him, the champion gasped: “…got me!” Then he was gone.

* * * *

Sheriff C. B. Shields was notified of the tragedy, as was also the fabulous Wilson Mizner, noted wit, story-teller and Ketchel’s business manager, in New York. News of Ketchel’s death stunned the sports world. Almost at once it appeared virtually certain the killing was an outgrowth, in some manner, of Ketchel’s enraged denunciation of the Broadway gamblers.

Meantime Sheriff Shields, a methodical investigator and one of the outstanding law enforcement officers of his day in that part of the nation, took note of several odd circumstances at the ranch.

Ketchel customarily wore a holstered pistol while hiking in the woods around the ranch. The holster was on his belt, but his pistol was missing. Also mysteriously vanished was a .22 rifle Ketchel had received a few days earlier from his brother, Leon, in Michigan. Shields determined that Ketchel had cashed a substantial check—in the neighborhood of $1,000—the day before. But there was no money in his pockets. Also gone was a diamond stickpin, valued at $800, which the champion always wore.

But the most fascinating discovery at this stage of the inquiry was a bracelet Ketchel wore habitually, both in the ring and elsewhere, as a luck charm. The sheriff found it on the bedroom dresser. It was fashioned out of tail-hair from a sacred elephant in India, mounted in gold. It had been given to the champion by a fan who had acquired it from a fakir in Calcutta.

According to its mystic legend the bracelet was supposed to have strange powers of protecting its wearer from bodily harm. Ketchel had prized the trinket immensely and always wore it. Apparently he had put the charm aside when he prepared for his morning bath. The bracelet and the legend about it aroused much curiosity.

A posse was assembled and a search was launched throughout the ranch and its surroundings. No one could be found who had seen anyone or anything untoward. Sheriff Shields questioned Daisy Johnson, the cook, but she was unable to shed any helpful light. She said Ketchel had appeared in excellent spirits when he called his breakfast order through the window. She had set out his food while he was bathing and then returned to her cook shack, a short distance from the central house. She said she had not heard the shot.

The wound which brought death, the sheriff determined, was caused by a small-caliber slug—apparently a .22—that had pierced the champion’s lungs, severing a major artery. It had been fired at close range from the back. From the angle of the wound and position of the table and chair, Shields deduced the killer had stood six to eight feet behind the fighter, at the entrance of the porch. The evidence supported the conclusion that the mortally wounded fighter had grappled with the killer after the shot was fired. The struggle then had moved on to the near-by bedroom.

In New York and throughout the nation, Mizner and top sports editors of the country were developing scores of leads that focused attention on affairs of the gambling syndicate. From Chicago it was learned that the “fix mob” had taken a terrific financial beating on a fight in which one betting faction had assured another that Ketchel had been “reached.” This was utterly preposterous, for it developed that the champion had, as a matter of fact, gone to considerable personal expense and effort to clean up the fight game, which at that time was shot through with double-crossings and shady dealings that threatened boxing’s future.

Word was passed mysteriously that in retaliation for this a hired killer had been sent from St. Louis to “take care” of Ketchel before he had further opportunity to expose the racketeers.

In Missouri, Sheriff Shields had interviewed dozens of persons. Among these had been everyone even remotely associated with the ranch operation. All but one gave full and complete accountings of their movements at the time in question. The one exception was a farm hand who had disappeared on the day Ketchel was killed. The disappearance gave rise to no particular concern, however, since many of the help were transients and frequently went their way without troubling themselves with the formality of resigning.

Dickerson, who had felt keenly a sense of responsibility in the case through having invited Ketchel to move to the Ozarks, posted a $5,000 reward for apprehension of the killer of his friend. Posters were circulated throughout the nation. The amount—an almost unheard-of reward for the purpose at that time—re-ignited interest in the case across the country. A flood of fresh leads poured in, but none produced any evidence of value.

It was disclosed that Ketchel, although he had hinted strongly he was retiring permanently from the ring though only 23 years of age, was secretly, through Mizner, arranging a match—which would have been worth a fortune—with popular Billy Papke. This disclosure led to conjectures that certain forces were out to block the champion’s career.

Then suddenly the ranch cook, Daisy Johnson, came forward with some information that put a new twist in the mystery. The attractive blonde revealed that the farm hand who had vanished had been her ardent admirer and had berated her for being even pleasant to the champion, whose romantic reputation made him jealous. This man was known on the ranch as Hurd, but Daisy Johnson said his true name was Walter Dipley, an ex-sailor and adventurer. Questioned further, she said that on his arm he bore a singular tattoo acquired in Hong Kong. It was a romantic design featuring the name of his sweetheart…“Daisy.”

* * * *

Shields swiftly had this information appended to the Dickerson posters. But as time went by the case remained as far from solution as it was when the ranch hands had found the dying champ. The elusive “gunman from St. Louis” evaporated. The mob from Broadway was grilled by experts, but nothing developed beyond the facts already known. The famous Wilson Mizner used all his ingenuity to dig up evidence.

It was to be a storm in the Ozarks that produced the key.

A man named Thomas Haggard, living alone in a modest cottage in the back country, was roused late one night by a knock at his door. A rain-drenched stranger, a rifle under his arm, stood on the porch appealing for shelter. Haggard took him in. The stranger was uncommunicative. As he sat before the fire, he removed his dripping shirt, exposing heavily tattooed arms. When Haggard showed his visitor to a bunk, he was puzzled and alarmed to note that the man slid the rifle under the blankets. Haggard waited until his visitor appeared to be asleep. Then he slipped out and raced to the cabin of his brother, a short distance through the woods. They discussed the peculiar actions of the wayfarer. Both brothers had seen the posters. They notified the sheriff.

A posse surrounded the cabin in the clearing. The arrest was without incident. The man with the rifle was sound asleep.

Sheriff Shields found a large amount of money on the suspect—much more than the man could account for. But of far greater significance was the discovery of a diamond stickpin in his purse. Then, through a check of serial numbers, it was established that the rifle he carried was the weapon Stanley Ketchel’s brother sent from Michigan a few days before the champion died.

Walter Dipley admitted his identity and that he had harbored an overpowering rage at Ketchel, whom he believed a rival over the affections of Daisy. Evidence continued to mount to a point where there could be no question of what had happened—Dipley had ambushed the champion with his own gun, shot him, robbed him and fled.

The gambling conspiracy had played no part whatsoever in the murder, but had Sheriff Shields allowed himself to put all else aside in pursuing that “obvious” motive, the murder of Stanley Ketchel most likely never would have been solved.

Dipley was indicted and found guilty of first degree murder. He drew a sentence of life imprisonment in the Missouri State Penitentiary—for a knockout blow inspired by jealousy that ended the career of a world’s champion.


HAND IN GLOVE, by James Holding

“The man was a blackmailer,” said Inspector Graves, wrinkling his nose in distaste. “There’s nothing nastier. Therefore, in my opinion, the person who killed him deserves a vote of thanks, not censure and a possible prison term.”

Golightly, standing with his back to the fireplace and jingling his change in his trousers pocket, looked at the inspector with surprise. “A blackmailer?” he inquired. “The newspaper report of the murder made no mention of that.”

“Naturally not,” said the inspector, “since it was one of the few clues we had to work with in the case. Releasing it to the press would have complicated matters enormously.”

“I can understand that,” said Golightly. Then, curiously, “What I can’t understand is how you concluded Clifford was a blackmailer.”

The inspector said, “Quite simple, really. We found a list of his victims in a wall safe behind a painting in his bedroom—with the amount of blackmail each one had paid to Clifford, and at what intervals. It was a very revealing document.”

“I daresay.” Golightly nodded agreement. “It also answers a question that has puzzled me ever since you knocked at my door a few moments ago, Inspector.”
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