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THE CAT’S MEOW

Welcome to Black Cat Weekly.

Our 97th issue is brimming with interesting items. On the mystery front, Acquiring Editor Michael Bracken has discovered a brand-new story from Dave Zeltserman for us, while Acquiring Editor Barb Goffman brings us an intriguing S.J. Rozan tale. I’ve also been persuading fantasist Phyllis Ann Karr to let us reprint some of her early work—and this time, we have a mystery! Who knew that she launched her writing career with a string of top-notch mystery stories? I certainly didn’t. Also included is an Inspector French police procedural novel from classic British novelist Freeman Wills Crofts. And, of course, no issue is complete without a solve-it-yourself puzzler, once again delivered from the pens of Hal Charles.

Switching to fantasy and science fiction, we kick things off with a poem by Harry Warner, Jr. An early SF enthusiast, Warner is primarily known for his non-fiction works on the history of the genre, particularly on fandom. His poem “If—1939” (originally published in the fanzine Le Zombie) perfectly encapsulates the fannish enthusiasm of that era. Also featured are fantasies from Adrian Cole and Joseph Payne Brennan, a Golden Age science fiction story by Jay Williams (best known as the co-creator of the kid scientist Danny Dunn), and an engaging SF novel from Frank Belknap Long.

On a side note, we received an inquiry from a reader asking if we have an index for the early issues of Black Cat Weekly. Alas, we do not have one at the moment, but we agree that it’s an excellent idea. Should anyone wish to take up the task of compiling one, we would be delighted to feature it on our website. Otherwise, we’ll add this to our “to-do” list and hope to address it in due time.

Here’s this issue’s complete lineup:

Mysteries / Suspense / Adventure:

“The Matzo Ball Killer,” by Dave Zeltserman [Michael Bracken Presents short story]

“The Chocolate Cupcake Caper,” by Hal Charles [Solve-It-Yourself Mystery]

“Going Home,” by S.J. Rozan [Barb Goffman Presents short story]

“The Slantwise Scales of Justice,” by Phyllis Ann Karr [short story]

The Starvel Hollow Tragedy, by Freeman Wills Crofts [novel]

Science Fiction & Fantasy:

“If—1939,” by Harry Warner, Jr. [poem]

“A Girl and Her Doll,” by Adrian Cole [short story]

“The Horror at Chilton Castle,” by Joseph Payne Brennan [short story]

“Beast of Prey,” by Jay Williams [short story]

Woman from Another Planet, by Frank Belknap Long [novel]

Until next time, happy reading!

—John Betancourt

Editor, Black Cat Weekly
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THE MATZO BALL KILLER,
by Dave Zeltserman

Detective Stu Mertz noted that it smelled like Goldie’s Deli in the apartment. His partner, Detective Albie Green breathed in deeply and agreed. “Chicken soup and matzo ball,” he said. There was something else and he wrinkled his nose when he realized what it was. A faint odor that reminded him of boiled ham, and that certainly wouldn’t have come from Goldie’s. They didn’t serve treyf.

They found the victim, Ronald Friessen, in the kitchen, and Green had been right about the chicken soup and matzo ball, and in a way, also about the boiled ham smell. Friessen sat slumped in a chair, dead, his hands bound behind his back with plastic zip ties. A quart of chicken soup had been poured over his face and lay puddled beneath him. Small pieces of chicken, carrot, and celery trailed from his face to his bare feet. Friessen’s eyes were open, and his expression looked like he had died of indigestion, but that wasn’t the cause of death. What killed him was the matzo ball sticking out of his mouth. The medical examiner, Dr. Jonah Goodwin, explained that the large lump of matzo, which looked big enough to choke a horse, was more than big enough to choke Friessen.

“The killer poured scalding hot chicken soup over the victim’s face, and then pushed the matzo ball down his throat, blocking off his airway.”

“The soup couldn’t have come from Goldie’s then,” Mertz remarked. “Theirs is tepid at best.”

Albie Green shuddered over the thought that the boiled ham smell he had picked up came from the victim’s scalded flesh. “If we got you matzo balls from local delis, would you be able to tell me which one this came from?” he asked.

Goodwin gave him a peevish look. “What do I look like, a cook?”

“I’ll ask forensics,” Green said.

There was no indication that this was a robbery turned homicide. No witnesses either. Since it was past lunchtime and both of their stomachs were rumbling, Green and Mertz decided to take a tour of delis in the greater Los Angeles area and collect matzo ball samples, and maybe have a pastrami on rye and a Rueben sandwich while they were at it. At Sam’s on Vine, Mertz burnt the roof of his mouth on the chicken soup, and his matzo ball was certainly ginormous enough to choke a man to death. He waved over the counter guy.

“Is the soup always this hot?” he asked.

“Always,” the counter guy said proudly. He pointed to a sign on the wall that read: Warning! Our chicken soup is a three-blower!

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

The counter guy pantomimed blowing three times on a soup spoon.

“Do you sell a lot of soup to go?” Albie Green asked.

“It’s our best seller.”

Mertz asked, “Give me a rough idea how many quarts of this stuff with matzo balls you sold today?”

“Dozens, at least.”

Green groaned. Even if they were to get a list of everyone who used credit cards to buy the soup, the killer could’ve paid cash. Still, there were certain procedures to follow. They’d get the list of customers even though cash customers wouldn’t be included, and they’d see if the crime scene lab could match up Sam’ matzo ball with the murder weapon. After the counter guy moved away, Green told Mertz the plan.

“That would only help us find the killer if he knew the victim,” Mertz said. “We both know this is the work of a deranged serial killer.”

“We don’t know that.”

“Come on, Albie. It’s been like clockwork now. Every six months we’ve been getting one of these twisted serial killers. First it was the Ice-Cream Scoop Killer, then the Chopped Liver Killer, and six months ago the Fruitcake Killer. And now it’s the Matzo Ball Killer.”

“We’ve only got one victim,” Green insisted stubbornly between bites of pastrami and rye. “Until there’s another body, this isn’t a serial killer.”

Mertz had blown three times on a spoonful of soup. He grimaced when he found the soup still too hot. “Fine,” he said. “Be that way. We’ll be finding another body soon.”

Green was still working on his sandwich but was also eyeing the deep-dish apple pie, which was looking tasty.

“You don’t know that,” he argued, although he wasn’t sure he believed otherwise. Something awfully strange was going on.

The lab identified Sam’s on Vine as the source of the deadly matzo ball. While the recipe for matzo balls was common among the local delis—matzo meal, eggs, salt, chicken fat (three of the delis substituted vegetable oil for this—and Green made a mental note to never set foot in those delis again), and baking powder—Sam’s was the only one to also add rosemary, which was present in the murder weapon. Green and Mertz spent the next two days looking into anyone who might’ve had a motive to kill Ronald Friessen, while Detectives Larry Trimble and Caitlin Grant interviewed Sam’s customers who had used a credit card on the day of Friessen’s murder. It was approaching dinner time on the second day following the matzo ball murder when Green received a call that there was another victim.

“I told you there’d be another one,” Mertz said.

“This is ruining my appetite,” Green groaned.

The new victim was a thirty-two-year-old hipster dude in Venice by the name of Sheldon Schwartz who, like Friessen, had a quart of scalding chicken soup poured on his face and a matzo ball stuffed down his throat. As with Ronald Friessen, there were no witnesses, and the two detectives decided to strategize over dinner at their favorite downtown LA Chinese restaurant. Mertz was shoveling kung pao chicken onto his plate when he casually suggested there had to be a mastermind at work.

Green at that moment had accidentally bit into a hot chili pepper and was pouring a glass of water down his throat. Sweating profusely from the hot pepper, his voice came out as a croak as he asked Mertz what he meant by a mastermind.

“Why don’t you wash your face first?” Mertz suggested. “You’re spritzing.”

Green waved a waiter over so he could ask for more water, and then told him to leave the pitcher. He wiped his face with a napkin and his voice was still a croak when he insisted that any mastermind talk was nonsense.

“These are all deranged lone wolves,” Albie Green said. “Maybe this Matzo Ball Killer was inspired by those other sickos to come up with a more perverse way to kill his victims, but there’s no one out there pulling the strings.”

“It wouldn’t be too hard to top the Fruitcake Killer,” Mertz said with a smirk. “Bludgeoning his victims to death with a stale fruitcake? Pretty lame, if you ask me. But we’re still going to need to talk with Creasley and Filken.”

Roy Creasley, the Ice-Cream Scoop Killer, and Scott Filken, the Chopped Liver Killer, were housed at the same maximum-security prison. They wouldn’t be able to interview Trent Davies, the Fruitcake Killer, since he died after being pushed off the roof of a fourteen-story building at the conclusion of a harrowing chase. It had been more than just a harrowing chase with Davies. The madman had broken into Albie Green’s house and gotten the drop on Green. He and his wife Mimi would be dead now if it wasn’t for his trusted bulldog Bowser. While the fiend Davies prepared himself a celebratory steak dinner in Green’s kitchen (and sticking the fruitcake in the freezer so it would be especially deadly), Bowser gnawed through the ropes binding Green’s hands. The odd thing was, they also had harrowing chases with Creasley and Filken, and in Creasley’s case, he had kidnapped Mertz and was seconds away from using his ice-cream scoop on him before Green rushed in and saved him. In Filken’s case, he had abducted Green’s seventeen-year-old daughter, Meagan, and was seconds away from cutting her open and making chopped liver out of her vital organ like he had with his six other victims when he was stopped by Mertz.

Green had to admit all these harrowing chases, abductions, and last-second rescues were unusual, to say the least. Even though it seemed utterly preposterous, there was a chance his partner could be right and there was a puppet master at work—an evil genius recruiting serial killers and further, devising their bizarre methods of killing. Perhaps even helping them select their victims.

“We’ll talk to both of them tomorrow,” Green agreed.

* * * *

Roy Creasley tipped the scales at two hundred and eighty pounds, and at only five feet five, he was a cube of hardened flesh, almost as wide as he was tall. He sat across from the two detectives, his meaty hands manacled to the table, and Green was amazed at how much his round bald head resembled a flesh-colored bowling ball; even Creasley’s small dark eyes added to the illusion by looking like finger holes.

“If you want me to talk, you gotta first give me a bowl, a gallon of rocky road, and an ice-cream scoop,” Creasley demanded.

“We’re not letting you anywhere near an ice-cream scoop,” Mertz said. “We’ll give you a bowl of rocky road, but that’s it.”

Creasley flashed him a smile, his teeth the size and color of small corn kernels. “You can’t blame a guy for trying.” His smile quickly disappeared, and his expression became one of petulance. “And I’ll need hot fudge with the ice cream!”

Mertz agreed to the hot fudge.

“Deal,” Creasley said. If it wasn’t for the manacles, he would’ve crossed his butcher-thick arms in smug satisfaction.

It took an hour to arrange the ice cream and hot fudge, and the bowl was placed tantalizingly out of reach of the Ice-Cream Scoop Killer, and he didn’t appear particularly happy about that. In fact, he began pouting like a five-year-old about to throw a tantrum.

Green said, “You get the ice cream only after you answer our questions.”

“Then ask them already! The ice cream is getting melty!”

Mertz said, “Were you working with anyone?”

Creasley gave him a confused look. “What do you mean?”

“Exactly what I asked you. Did anyone help you with the murders?”

Creasley scrunched up his face as if he couldn’t understand why anyone would ask him that. “Why would anyone have helped me?”

Green, annoyed, said, “Answer the question.”

“No, of course not.” Creasley showed an indignant look. “I did them by myself.”

Mertz said, “Were you at any time in communication about what you were doing?”

“What?”

“Did you tell anyone about how you were killing your victims?”

“Why would I have done that?”

Albie Green reached across the table and edged the bowl of ice cream several inches further away from Creasley. “Answer the question yes or no.”

“No.”

“Did anyone help you pick your victims?”

“No.”

“Or suggest that you use your scoop as a murder weapon?”

Creasley smiled again, showing off his corn kernel teeth. “That was all my idea.”

Mertz asked, “Why’d you kill them that way?”

Creasley looked at him as if he were dense. “You can only scoop so much ice cream. How about it? Can I have my rocky road now before it turns into soup?”

Mertz grabbed the ice cream and began eating it himself. “Delicious,” he told his partner. “It’s melted to where it’s that perfect consistency.”

“This isn’t fair!” Creasley cried. “I answered your questions!” His small eyes became piggish as he fixed a death stare at Mertz. “I wish I had had another minute with you before you were rescued. I would’ve scooped you good.”

Mertz interrupted his snack to tell Creasley, “If only wishes were rocky road ice cream, huh?”

Green arranged for Creasley to be taken away and Scott Filken brought in. Tall, scrawny, and shaggy, Filken was physically the opposite of Creasley. He was also far less a pain-in-the-ass. Without any coaxing he volunteered to tell them what they wanted to know. He insisted he had worked solo, didn’t confide in anyone about his murders, and that nobody suggested his peculiar methodology for killing his victims.

Green was more than just curious when he asked him, “Why’d you kill them that way?”

“It started after I tried buying a blond bimbo a drink, and she told me no thanks,” Filken explained with a wistful smile. “I joked, asking her if I was chopped liver, and she said yeah, that’s exactly what I was. Well, that was the wrong thing to say to me, and I decided to show her which one of us was really chopped liver.”

“This was Amelia Bollington?”

“Yeah.”

Mertz asked, “What about your other victims? Did they all reject you?”

“No, only the first one. But I could tell the others would’ve if given the chance.”

Albie Green asked, “How about my daughter?”

Filken gave a halfhearted shrug. “She was a special case, but to be honest, my heart was never in it with her. Which is probably the only reason your partner was able to save her.”

There was no point in asking the Chopped Liver Killer anything else. Later while they were driving back to the precinct, Green grumbled that they had wasted a day chasing after Mertz’s imaginary mastermind.

“Something funny is going on,” Mertz insisted.

The next morning Green was eating a bagel smeared with cream cheese when Mertz dropped a paperback the size of a doorstop on his desk, the book making a thud when it landed. From the razor smile etched on Mertz’s face, Green could tell something was up. He groaned when he picked up the paperback and saw the title. The Ice-Cream Scoop Killer. Books had come out about all three of the serial killers they had chased over the last two years, all written by the same author. So far Green had refused to look at any of them.

“You bought this piece of trash?” he said.

“You bet I did,” Mertz said. “And I bought the other two as well. I also called the author’s editor this morning. While these books all came out six months after we caught each of the killers, this one was submitted to the editor three weeks after the first murder happened, and the same with the other two.”

Green scowled as he picked up the book and flipped through its 413 pages. He didn’t know how fast someone could write a book, but that seemed like a lot for three weeks.

“I was only able to skim through it,” Mertz said, “but take a look at what I highlighted on page ninety-three.”

Green found the page and his skin color paled as he read what was highlighted, which was a private conversation he and Mertz had had that no one else should’ve known about.

“I never spoke to the author,” Green muttered, dumbfounded. “Could he have bugged us?”

“I don’t know what’s going on,” Mertz said. “I highlighted other stuff where it’s like he’s right in the room with Creasley when he’s killing his victims. He’s giving details we never gave to the press. All I know is we need to talk to this guy.”

Green’s cheeks burned red when he came across a page detailing an intimate moment he had shared with his wife the night after the Ice-Cream Scoop Killer’s second murder.

“Where does this Seltzerberg character live?” he asked in an unnaturally tight voice, referring to Dan Seltzerberg, the author of the serial killer books.

“A suburb of Boston. I got the address.”

“Let’s get plane tickets to Boston then,” Green said. “This joker’s got some explaining to do.”

* * * *

Green and Mertz took a taxi from the airport to the small cape-style home where Seltzerberg lived on a pleasant tree-lined street. It was a little after eight in the evening when they rang the bell, and a petite and very pretty, dark-haired woman answered the door. Green demanded to know whether Dan Seltzerberg was home.

“What’s this about?” the woman asked, flustered.

They heard the clacking noises of someone typing. Mertz flashed his badge and pushed past the woman who he assumed was Seltzerberg’s wife, and Green followed his partner into the house.

They found Seltzerberg in a small room in the back. He was in his fifties, gray unruly hair, with several days of stubble on his face. It wasn’t a good look, especially with him wearing pajamas and a bathrobe. Even with the robe closed, Green could see that Seltzerberg could stand to lose ten pounds. Seltzerberg stopped his typing to give Green and Mertz confused looks.

“Are you Dan Seltzerberg?” Mertz demanded.

The author looked too startled to speak, but he managed to squeak out a yes.

Mertz slammed his copy of The Ice-Cream Scoop Killer on Seltzerberg’s computer desk. “Did you write this?”

Seltzerberg appeared even more confused as he asked, “Do you want it autographed?”

Green said, “A wise ass.”

Seltzerberg’s wife had followed Green and Mertz, and was standing in the doorway, now furious instead of flustered. “Dan, these two jerks forced their way into our house. Should I call the police?”

Mertz growled at her, “We are the police.”

Seltzerberg tried smiling, but it only wobbled without sticking. “What are your names?”

Green said, “Detective Albert Green, LAPD. My partner, Stewart Mertz. As if you didn’t know.”

Seltzerberg looked from Green to Mertz, blinking several times. “Whoever put you up to this did an amazing job,” he said. “Both of you look exactly the way I wrote those characters.”

“No kidding,” Green said. He handed Seltzerberg his badge, and the author looked at it as if it were a joke.

“This looks real,” he said, bemused.

“Because it is,” Green said.

During the flight, Green had skimmed The Chopped Liver Killer while Mertz had done the same with The Fruitcake Killer, and as with the book about Creasley, there were details the author couldn’t possibly have known about unless he had bugged their homes and was in communication with the killers. What particularly irked Green was Seltzerberg knowing about his wife’s secret tattoo.

Mertz demanded, “How’d you know the things you did about us and these killings?”

Seltzerberg bit his thumbnail, his eyes glazing into a faraway look as if he were in a trance. He mumbled something about all he did was write books. “If this isn’t an elaborate prank—”

Green said, “It isn’t.”

“I can’t explain it then,” Seltzerberg said. Embarrassment flushed his face as he became aware of what he was wearing, and he apologized for it. “When I get out of bed, I start writing and don’t shower and dress until I meet my quota for the day, and today’s been a slow day.”

“I don’t care what you’re wearing,” Green said. “I want to know how you knew what you did.”

Seltzerberg looked past Mertz and suggested to his wife that he talk to the officers alone. After she closed the door, he told them that he was writing a thriller series.

“This is all supposed to be fiction, stuff I’m making up. If any of this is actually happening, I can’t explain it.”

Green snorted in exasperation. “You expect us to believe these murders are going on in LA and you don’t know about them?”

Seltzerberg showed his palms in a helpless gesture. “I have to deliver these brick-sized thrillers every six months,” he said. “My life the past two years has been waking up, writing, maybe catching an hour on Netflix, and going to bed. Then the next day doing it all over again. So no, I wasn’t aware of any of this happening.”

Mertz flinched as an odd idea popped into his head. “Did you write a book called The Matzo Ball Killer?”

Seltzerberg smiled in amazement. “I finished that one five days ago. I haven’t shown it to my editor yet. After I type The End, I’ll let a book sit for two weeks before going through an editing pass and sending it over.” His smile weakened as he realized why Mertz had asked him that. “Was there a matzo ball killing?”

“Monday.”

Seltzerberg said, “The day after I typed The End.”

“Who’s the killer in your book?”

“A thirty-two-year-old woman named Rebecca Hauser.”

“Why’s she killing her victims?”

Seltzerberg shrugged halfheartedly. “Not the most original motive,” he said. “She picks out victims who cut in front of her at the deli she goes to. A place I made up called Sam’s on Vine.” He gave Mertz an apologetic smile. “She planned to make you her last victim, but Detective Green saves you in the nick of time.”

Mertz didn’t bother to point out that Sam’s on Vine was real or that there seemed to be a lot of rescuing in the nick of time in Seltzerberg’s books. Instead, he asked, “Why did she want to kill me?”

“You cut in front of her when you went to Sam’s to test their matzo balls. This was after you’d had lunch, and you went back to the register to buy halvah.”

Mertz remembered a pretty redhead giving him the eye when he did that. He had thought it was because she had romantic interest in him. He had even given her his phone number, and he shuddered as he realized her interest was only murderous.

“She’s a redhead,” he said.

“That’s right,” Seltzerberg agreed. “You said the first murder happened Monday? If these murders follow my book’s timeline, the third murder will be happening soon. Five thirty LA time. The third victim’s name is Duane Babcock.”

“Do you have an address for Babcock?”

Seltzerberg squeezed his eyes tight as if he were trying to dredge a stubborn fact from his memory. “I never use specific addresses, for obvious reasons, but give me a minute and I’ll tell you what I can.”

He brought a document up on his computer, and after searching for Babcock, told Mertz and Green that the next victim lived in an apartment in West Hollywood.

Green used his cellphone to call his precinct, telling them to send officers to Duane Babcock’s apartment in West Hollywood and his reason why. He felt foolish doing this, but at eight thirty Boston time he got a call to tell him that the Matzo Ball Killer had been arrested.

Green told Mertz, “Rebecca Hauser had Babcock tied to a chair and was about to pour chicken soup on him when officers broke down the door.”

Mertz turned to Seltzerberg. “You can’t write any more of these books.”

“I’m thinking the same thing,” Seltzerberg said. “But I’ve got to write something to make a living.” He tapped his pursed lips with an index finger and made a long hmm noise. “I could turn this into a romance series,” he said, a brightness lighting his eyes. “There will be danger, but only bad guys getting hurt. Detective Mertz, are you single like I wrote you?”

“Yeah.”

“Do you also work with detectives named Larry Trimble and Caitlin Grant?”

“We do.”

“Does Trimble pine away for Caitlin like he does in my books?”

“He does, although he doesn’t think any of us have been noticing.”

“You can tell him he won’t be pining away much longer, at least as long as this unexplainable phenomenon continues. No longer than six months, anyway. Less if I can write romances faster. One last question, Detective. Your preference, blonde, brunette, or redhead?”

“Blonde,” Mertz said sheepishly.

“Do you write anything other than these thrillers?” Green asked. “If you do, we need to look into those books also.”

Seltzerberg said, “This is a bit ironic under the circumstances, but there’s a Boston PI named Julius Katz, and I’ve been editing transcriptions of his cases that his assistant has been providing me, and I’ve been publishing them in a magazine under a pseudonym. Outside of Boston everyone thinks they’re fiction. I’ve even won several best short story awards for them even though I keep telling the award committees they’re true crime.”

“Maybe you’ll be able to get a good story out of this,” Mertz suggested.

The two detectives bid adieu, and Seltzerberg started working on his new romance series. Four months and three weeks later, which was six weeks after he typed The End for the first book in his series, a package was delivered. Inside was a bottle of expensive bourbon and a note from Mertz thanking him and asking if he could slow down on the romance action a bit in book two, that otherwise Seltzerberg would be wearing him out.

Seltzerberg could sympathize but he had already sent his editor the detailed outline for the second book in this new series and she had approved it. He was now three weeks into the writing, and once he finished it and typed The End, Detective Stewart Mertz was going to be kept extraordinarily busy for the following five weeks, at least if this strange phenomenon continued to follow the timeline of this next book. He did, however, make a note to add to several of the upcoming chapters for Mertz to get Vitamin B shots. That was the best he could do.

ABOUT THE AUTHOR

Dave Zeltserman lives in the Boston area. His short mystery fiction, which is published frequently in Ellery Queen’s Mystery Magazine and Alfred Hitchcock’s Mystery Magazine, has been nominated for numerous awards and has won a Shamus, Derringer, and two Ellery Queen Readers Awards. His crime and horror novels have been named best of the year by NPR, Washington Post, ALA, Booklist, and WBUR. His noir novel, Small Crimes, has been made into a Netflix film starring Nikolaj Coster-Waldau, and his novel The Caretaker of Lorne Field is currently in film development. Look for the kindle release of his horror fantasy crime novel Everybody Lies in Hell this August 23rd.
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THE CHOCOLATE CUPCAKE CAPER,
by Hal Charles

When Stacy Chambers entered the kitchen of the Mountain Laurel Inn, she saw Eileen Streetman, the inn’s owner, standing behind the granite-topped island, a mixing spoon in her hand and a frown on her face.

“Eileen,” Stacy said to her longtime friend, “what’s wrong?”

Shaking her head, Eileen said, “There’s been a theft.”

“Oh my!” said Stacy. “What’s been taken?”

The innkeeper gestured toward a silver muffin pan in front of her. “Just my reputation.”

“I’m not sure I understand,” said Stacy.

“Stacy, dear,” said the diminutive woman, “you’re on vacation here in the mountains, and I don’t want to ruin your stay by involving you in my problems.”

“Hey,” said Stacy, “what are friends for?”

“Well, OK,” said Eileen hesitantly. “Every year we have a community fair, and one of the highlights is the big bake-off. Since everybody loves my chocolate cupcakes, I promised to enter them this year.”

“And?”

“The rules call for one dozen muffins or cupcakes, not ten,” said Eileen, staring at the two empty cups in the pan. “I don’t have time to bake another batch, so I guess I’ll have to wait till next year.”

Her curiosity pricked, Stacy said, “Who could have taken the cupcakes without asking?”

“Other than you, there are three persons currently staying at the inn,” said Eileen, “but I certainly don’t want to accuse one of my guests.”

Unable to resist a mystery, Stacy said, “When did you realize the cupcakes were missing?”

“I baked them this morning, then went out front to pick up the newspaper right after breakfast. When I returned to fetch them and have my handyman, Buddy, drive me to the fair, two were missing.”

“Do you mind if I do some poking around?” said Stacy.

“Well,” said Eileen, a conspiratorial smile sneaking to her lips, “I would like to know who enjoyed my cupcakes.”

Stacy found Burton Swift reading a book in the inn’s library. “It’s almost too beautiful a day to stay inside, even for a good book,” she said.

Swift looked up. “Oh, Ms. Chambers, isn’t it? I came down early to finish this thriller. I’ve been glued to my chair since 6:30. Even skipped breakfast. Just got a few more pages.”

Seeing no traces of the pilfered cupcakes, Stacy headed to the dining room, where she spotted Rachael Bailey, pencil in hand, poring over the crossword puzzle in the daily newspaper. “Ms. Bailey,” Stacy said as the young woman frantically erased an entry, “could I have a minute?”

“Sure,” said the slender redhead. “I’ve been sitting here since breakfast, and, honestly, this puzzle is getting the better of me. I wish I hadn’t asked Ms. Streetman to let me have the newspaper.”

Stacy reasoned that if Rachael never left the table after breakfast, she couldn’t have taken the cupcakes.

That left just one fellow guest. Ernest Miller was standing on the front porch. As Stacy approached, the stocky man said, “Ms. Chambers, I so enjoyed talking with you at dinner last night to my embarrassment, I overslept this morning and didn’t get to continue our discussion at breakfast.”

Stacy was about to ask Miller if he had grabbed the cupcakes as a replacement for breakfast when a tall, lanky teenager she recognized as Buddy Stiles, the inn’s handyman, bounded up the porch steps.

“Ms. Chambers,” he said, “are we still on for a horse ride up the mountain this afternoon after I drive Ms. Streetman to the fair?”

“Buddy,” said Stacy, “where have you been this morning?”

“Out in the barn with the horses,” said the teenager.

“And you haven’t been in the inn?”

“Nope.”

“So you wouldn’t know anything about missing cupcakes?”

Buddy shook his head. “Look, Ms. Chambers, I need to take Ms. Streetman into town. Besides, why all the fuss about a couple of missing cupcakes?”

“I guess you’ll have to ask your boss about that,” said Stacy.

Solution

Stacy knew Buddy was guilty when he mentioned a couple of missing cupcakes. If he were outside all morning, how did he know the number of cupcakes taken? Confronted, Buddy confessed to finding the cupcakes too much to resist when he came to the kitchen earlier to give Eileen a ride to the fair. Eileen forgave the embarrassed teen, and everyone enjoyed a lunchtime treat of chocolate cupcakes.
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GOING HOME,
by S.J. Rozan

Setting, the sun lays down a golden path across the snow and the water. You could follow it straight to Paradise if you were ready, but you’re not—that’s for another day. Now, this is enough. The air: sharp, new, and yours alone. The muffled crunch of packed snow under your boots. The silence, vast and complete when you stop. The cold bites but is not bitter; the cold, here, meets you as an equal, and when it fights you, it fights fair. The years Outside, the years in New York, you met a different kind of cold: mean, sneaky, the damp its sneering toady as it slipped between your skin and your bones. In New York, snow was gray and thick and betrayed itself into slush and ragged water. In New York, people called you many different names, none of them yours. You lived in run-down rooms, caged above, below, around by other people’s rooms, and you ate take-out food, greasy and indistinguishable, off soggy paper plates. But Kenai people know you. Kenai people call you Joe. Here, when you’re hungry, you head through the long blue shadows that cut across the golden light, head back toward your cabin, a solid, square black home absolutely alone on the hill. You’ll eat trout from the stream that wraps the slope, trout smoked and put by over the brief summer (two fresh, warm months, not the endless, glaring furnace you knew in New York, in those years). This morning, when the light was thin and white, Mom came by, sat and had coffee, left you some pickled beans from last summer’s garden; maybe you’ll eat them too, absolutely alone, sitting at the window in the spare, empty cabin, watching the ice on the distant river waiting for its chance to find the sea.

“Joe. Joe Craig!”

You look around. Whose voice? There’s no one here. You hear knocking. The wind, slapping a shutter against the cabin wall, up on the hill? But the wind is still.

“Anyone in there?”

Your eyes open slowly. With a sadness so deep and soft it almost suffocates you, you know it’s happened again. You were dreaming, again. You haven’t gone home. You’re still Outside. This is New York. This is that rancid room, that stinking summer. The whining fan blows thick, damp air across your sweating face. That’s the shrieking of the TV upstairs; there goes the roar of the elevated train. You can hear it but not see it; you can’t see anything through the soot-streaked glass but the crumbling brick wall four feet away, the pulled shade on your neighbor’s window.

You’re still here.

Your heart crashes against your chest, but you tell yourself: someday. You tell yourself, as you always do: one day, you’ll be able to go home. You’ll find a way to go back to the emptiness, the vast stillness, where you can be alone, where you can be Joe.

You feel yourself calming; your racing blood slows. Someday. And until then, knowing it’s there is enough.

But here, now, who’s calling you? The knocking’s turned into pounding, pounding on your door. Who is this?

“Open up, Joe. Come on, I know you’re in there.”

You rise from the bed, glance around at the nothing you have: sagging mattress, sprung couch, yesterday’s coffee in a pot on the stove. There isn’t anything here that’s Joe; it’s all another guy, one of those other names. You open the door.

There is a man, shorter than you are, younger too. He wears a white polo shirt, the underarms darkened with sweat. You don’t know him.

“Joe Craig? No, I know you haven’t gone by that for a long time now,” he says, “but it’s Joe Craig, right?”

You shake your head.

“Yeah,” he says. “I’ve been looking for you. Your brother sent me.”

“Got no brother,” you say.

“Uh-huh. Tom. He wants you to go home.”

“This is home.” The words almost choke you.

“To Alaska. I’m a private investigator, out of Anchorage. Mick Burke.”

He puts out his hand. You reach for it slowly, shake it, tell him, “You got the wrong guy.”

“No. Took me six months. That last guy, Lester, you gave him the slip, huh?” He grins.

“Don’t know any Lester. What do you want?”

“Look,” he holds up a briefcase, “I brought the paperwork. Tom thought maybe you don’t believe it.” He lifts his eyebrows, looks past you, so you step aside, let him in the room.

He pushes away a crumb-covered plate, a sticky spoon, opens the briefcase on the rickety card table. Back in the cabin, the table is heavy, solid: two thick slabs of fir you set on wide legs, sanded and rubbed and oiled.

The man—Burke, he said—pulls out a folder, starts handing you papers. “They dropped the charges,” he’s telling you. “That’s why Lester came here, if you stayed still long enough to listen. Though I can see why you didn’t. Twenty-eight years on the lam, must get to be a habit.” He looks at you, right in your eyes.

A shadowy memory, like another dream: a different room, a different stranger.

You say, “You want some other guy.”

He taps one of the papers in your hand. It rustles with a sound like dead leaves skidding across the ice. He says it again: “They dropped the charges.” He tells you more: “A guy in Idaho, in prison, he was dying. Wanted to clear his conscience. He confessed. Alaska murder warrant for you’s been voided. You can go back any time.”

You look at the paper. You think you’ve seen it before.

He pulls out a file: news clippings. They tell the same story. He looks over your shoulder, points to a date. “A year ago,” he says, as though you can’t read that. “Couple of months after your mother died. Sorry,” he says, seeing your face. “Didn’t know if you knew. Lester, he swore up and down he found you, told you the whole thing, but Tom said it was crap. If he told you, you’d have gone back. So Tom hired me.” He grins again. He doesn’t stop talking. “I started with Lester’s report. The way I figured it, Lester located you, but you got wise to him, scrammed before he actually got to you. Right?”

You shake your head again.

He shrugs. “Yeah, whatever. Anyway, Joe, you can go back. And man, that place’s changed!” He shakes his head. “It’s terrific. I hadn’t been down to Kenai in what, twenty years? Until your brother called me. What I remember, it was real nowhere, more moose than people. But now they got a great road there down from Anchorage, keep it plowed most of the year. Good airport too. Now it’s more tourists than people.” He laughs at his own joke. “Houses everywhere. They got a new high school. It’s a real town now, Joe. Population’s maybe tripled since you left. Hill where your cabin used to be? Tom showed me. Beautiful development, just beautiful, nice big houses, know what I mean?”

You know what he means. The other stranger—that must have been Lester—told you. You remember him now, remember that time, in that other room. He told you a lot of things. The new roads, the new houses. Fishing licenses now, so many tourists fishing the river. And Mom—what had he said about Mom? Your head begins to pound.

Burke says, “Your brother, he got a lot for that land. Lives right in town now. Wants you to go stay with him. Real convenient, Joe, right near the new supermarket, the movie theater. Just like you’re used to, all these years here.” He grins again, and his teeth are white, like snow. Sweat crawls down your back.

“Yeah,” Burke is saying, “that’s how Tom knew Lester was lying. Lester said he came back the second day with the plane tickets and you were gone, but Tom said as much as you loved Kenai, if you knew you could have gone home you would’ve, first chance you got.”

Another train rumbles by, screeching as it rounds the curve. Somewhere close, someone’s frying fish, the smell tossed into your room by the fan. “Christ, it’s hot in here.” Burke wipes his forehead, takes out a cell phone. “Tom said, call him as soon as I found you.” He presses in a number, saying, “You’ll really like it up there, Joe. Place has really changed.”

You look at the door, but he’s between you and the door, and he’s got the phone against his ear. You turn, reach into the sink. The knife that’s there is dull, rusted. But it’s enough.

It’s quick, and after, you pick up the couple of things you need, step over what you’ve done, and leave this room behind, as you’ve left so many cramped and squalid places. You leave behind the name you used there too, and take another as you hurry down the baking city streets. Your heart is kicking in your chest but begins to slow again as you think of home. Your cabin, alone on the silent hill. The stream, the ice breaking up, trout running soon, you can fish all day and see no one. Mom will come over, sit at your smooth, heavy table, drinking coffee, laughing. Your skin feels the cold. Your ears are filled with silence. In front of you is a city sidewalk, but you don’t see that; you see, as you have seen for so long, the hill, the cabin, the golden path and blue shadows. You will see them, and follow them, until the day—and you know it’s coming—when you can go home.

ABOUT THE AUTHOR
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THE SLANTWISE SCALES OF JUSTICE,
by Phyllis Ann Karr

Were I five years younger, Hal, I had killed myself for bringing such shame upon your memory. But to-day, let me be content to set all the matter down in this paper, and bury it in the earth above your grave. And pray you, also, be content with this much, for here has been enough of bloodshed.

That your father was a hard man, Hal, my Hal, who should know better than you? Had his lordship your father been willing to lay aside his quarrel with Camden, this six years past come Shrovetide—had he bethought himself that his only son’s life hung in the balance—had he summoned Camden, who was the nearest—but no, having sworn to ruin Camden’s repute, he must needs send to Saltash for Trevane, for sottish, worse-than-useless Trevane—and that when your pressing need was that same night! And so now we lie apart, with cold earth and sod and stone between us, when you might have been still in my bed.

I pray you, Hal, do not judge me in haste. I have a horror of judgements which cannot be undone. This present disgrace took root when you and I were little more than children, in 1616 when your father sued and won his unjust judgement against Thomas Penhallow, and when Penhallow would have appealed, the Justice replied to him in the words King James had used to Star Chamber, that “it is better to maintain an unjust judgement, than ever to be questioning after sentence is passed.” So that Penhallow was ruined, losing house and lands and all, and it was rumoured his child starved and his wife left him because of it, too.

Penhallow had reason enough to hate your father, Hal, but he dropped from sight, and for fifteen years his lordship had no thought of him save to gloat now and again over those words of his late Majesty, words which could be turned to such convenient use.

But some while after you were buried, your father went to work at Master Carnsew and Sir Edward, and by wearing them down he was able, last year, to buy out both their shares in Wheal Nancy. And one day going to see his new mine, and standing to look on at the men who were drawn up out of the shaft, he met with one who, on stepping into the light of day, stood gazing back at his lordship. Then your father peered more closely, and saw beneath the grime and ore dust and coating of years, and knew this man to be Thomas Penhallow.

We searched and made enquiry (for after Harkness refused to stop longer in Wilharthen House your father had made of me, though a woman, a sort of secretary: a clever economy it was for him, seeing he need pay me no more than food, gowns, and my chamber in Wilharthen House, which he must have provided me in any case; nor could I leave him like Harkness, having no where to go). But all we learnt from the enquiry was that Penhallow had been three or four years in the Wheal Nancy, working as a tributer, for a share of the ore he brought to surface: and a good man for finding out new lodes; and the mine captain thought he had come from the Great Pelcoath when it filled with water, but how long he had been at Pelcoath, or where he lived before that, the mine captain could not say.

Your father privately fed a hope that now Penhallow had seen his old and powerful enemy, he would leave of his own will; but when the man did not do so, his lordship began to cheat him of his earnings. Your father had learned well enough, Hal, the arts of juggling accounts and corrupting assayers. To my shame, I also helped him cast up his columns of false figures—there are so many little persecutions a man may put upon his son’s widow day by day, she living alone under his roof.

But Penhallow did not leave: only his pile of ore grew less, which diminished your father’s profits a little. Then in the next fortnight there was a cave-in that shut up the new tunnel, and although no men were trapped therein, yet no ore could be got from it for three days while they dug it out again. At the last, his lordship went again to see how he might have more tin out of the miners, when Penhallow’s core, having come up after their morning’s time below, and playing at quoits, a quoit flew astray and narrowly missed your father, who would believe no otherwise but that it had come in malice from Penhallow’s hand.

Whether indeed Thomas Penhallow meant your father some bodily mischief, or your father merely chose to believe it was so, his lordship now made up his mind he must see to the man he had wronged fifteen years ago, before that man saw to him. There was a certain worthless fellow called Ned Curnow working at the Nancy, or rather signed on to draw his pay, for little ore he ever brought to surface. They said that some traces in his speech and bearing shewed him to be a gentleman or gentleman’s son fallen into low estate, and scarce a day passed but Curnow was in mischief of some sort, and often serious mischief.

The mine captain pointed him out to your father, that same day of the quoit, and remarked he wished to turn this Curnow out of the mine. His lordship questioned the captain more closely, and ended by telling him to have the fellow come round to see him at Wilharthen House.

Curnow did not come round until two mornings after, and being let in by Bosvannion (our new steward, Hal; old Parsons died a fortnight after you), and finding us in the parlour, he bowed, and looked at me as a man looks at a woman, past my thirtieth year as I was, and still in the mourning I have meant never to lay aside. Then, taking an apple from the bowl on the table, he sat in the oaken armchair, which used to be your favourite, and put his feet on the settle.

Three weeks before, this vagabond had been whipt through the streets of Saltash, and stood in the pillory, and cared not who knew it, and yet he bore himself as if Wilharthen were an ale-house, and your father his drinking companion. Only to me, Hal, did Curnow shew respect. I sat on and sewed. Your father had brought me far enough into his confidence that, though he did not tell me in so many words all that was in his heart, he recked little whether I left the room or whether I remained.

His lordship told Curnow of the enquiries he had made. “It was only by the grace of Sir Edward Chilwidden,” said he, “that you were not banisht to the galleys when you would not say the name of your home parish, and it is only the lightest thread holds you from the Stannary Gaol now.”

“Send me up, then,” said Curnow, “to galleys or gaol, whichever you will.”

The rogue had washed his face, I think, before coming up, and perhaps even his hair, which fell long and golden on his shoulders; but his beard was untrimmed and the rags he wore left the dust of the mine on all they toucht, and he was like a man who has lost all joy and desire and hope, so that he no longer cares how long he lives or when he dies.

I too, Hal, I had lost all joy, all desire and hope, and there had come lines into my face, and silver hairs amongst the chestnut. I would look very seldom in my glass, but that it was your gift to me.

So your father talked for some minutes to Curnow, sounding him, as I have seen him sound the mettle of a mare before buying, or the honesty of a judge before bribing, whilst Curnow sat and ate his apple. The colour of Curnow’s eyes was between green and grey, and he looked at your father as I think he might look at a long deep shaft in the mine.

At length his lordship came to the point, and offered Curnow fifteen pound for doing away with Thomas Penhallow.

Curnow put back his head and laughed. “So I am to murder a man,” he said, “and be paid for ’t, too. How if I were to go to the magistrates with this tale?”

His lordship replied that “I have the magistrates in my purse, and the judges, too.”

Curnow threw the core of his apple into the fire. “I misdoubt it,” said he, “if you pay them in proportion as you offer to pay me.”

Then they haggled over the money as if Penhallow had been a pound of fish or a pile of ore, and at last Curnow settled for twenty-five pounds. His lordship gave him ten, and told him to return when he had done it, and to come at night. Curnow bowed to me again in leaving us, and looked once more into my eyes, as a man looks at a woman. I dropt my eyes to my seam. (Your father had money enough, Hal: I could have sewed with good thread that was not for ever knotting and breaking.)

I had no power to stop this thing, Hal, but what great difference was there, after all, between how your father had dealt with Thomas Penhallow fifteen years agone and how he would deal with him now? In any case, what ever we keep hid from outsiders and strangers, it is no life to go about in ignorance and suspicion of those under the same roof with you, those on whom you depend, and I judged it better I should know, than only suspect.

This was why I sat up with your father into the night, to see the play run out to its end. His lordship had sent the steward on some errand to Launceston, and ordered Betty to her room an hour before sunset, to stay there all the night as punishment for some fault he pretended she had made in sweeping her kitchen, all so that we would be alone. And I much thought he meant to settle all likelihood of Curnow ever telling of the crime he had committed.

There had come no word nor even rumour from the mine during the day, and we did not know whether Curnow would return on this night or another—or indeed, I thought, ever. Your father sat and studied over his accounts. You remember how he loved his accounts, Hal: as others love their coin, and more, for there was ever the hope of catching some mistake I had made in casting them up, for the which he might take me to task. I nodded over my book, and as the hours passed I rose to pour out a glass of wine from the silver bottle which had been your mother’s pride.

“I would advise you against it, Margery,” said your father.

I smelled this wine. It was hippocras, sleep-heavy with many spices. I brought back the glassful and set it at his elbow, rather than my own. He did not drink. “Why did you not find some means of killing Penhallow by your own hand?” I asked.

“Penhallow would not have trusted himself near enough my hand,” said your father. “Nor would I have trusted myself near his.”

“Perhaps Ned Curnow will not trust himself near your hand again, neither,” said I.

“I took the man’s measure,” said his lordship. “There is fifteen pound in the balance. He will come.”

I thought that your father had but applied his own scale to Curnow, while that insolent man with neither hope nor desire nor fear in his grey-green eyes had likely taken better measure of his lordship. But I did not speak this thought, and so we waited.

Somewhat after midnight a storm broke, and, thinking Curnow would not come, I might have sought my bed; but every moment I delayed would lengthen out into another moment, and yet another, and so I sate on, scarce thinking, with my book upon my lap.

Your father had laid aside even his accounts, and all was still, excepting only the thunder and rain without. A mouse ventured into the middle of the floor. Your father said, “We must find another cat,” and at the sound of his voice the mouse scurried away.

Close on to one, Curnow came, knocking at the door in the pattern they had arranged. His lordship sent me with a rush light to bring in his hireling. Curnow was wrapt in a ragged sodden cloak, and trailed mud and filth wherever he stepped, yet on seeing me, he gave me a greeting which shewed he had indeed had gentle breeding once.

When we were come again into the parlour, his lordship stood with the silver bottle in one hand already and a fresh glass in the other. “Have you done it?” he asked.

Curnow unwrapped the cloak and tossed it down on the bench. Beneath it he carried in one hand a miner’s pickaxe. The rain had wetted him through, cloak and all, but had not utterly rinsed away the blood and bits of hair from the flat-headed iron end. Curnow stepped forward to shew it his lordship at closer hand.

His lordship looked closely at the blood, and nodded. “There is your fifteen pound, safe in the purse,” said he. “But drink you a glass of hippocras before you go, to warm you against the weather.”

“Tom Penhallow told me much about you before he died,” replied Curnow, “and there is one thing which I owe his soul.”

And turning the pickaxe to its sharpened end, he drove it into your father’s skull. The poisoned wine mingled with the blood and streams of filthy water, and the silver bottle took a great dent as it fell and struck the floor.

Curnow let fall his pickaxe along with your father’s corpse, and turned to me. He smiled. “Here is enough of murder for the day, my lady,” he said. “But do not follow me, lest you take a chill in the storm.”

I smiled at him then as a woman smiles at a man. “There will no one come until the morning,” I said. “Time enough to wait out the storm. Time enough to take off your clothes and dry them by the fire.”

Hal, your father never did but one good work in the whole of his life, and that was the begetting of you, and that he undid again the night he let you die for his stubborn heart. Yet he was your father, and my father-in-law, and murdered, and he had at least (for he had shewed me his Will when ’twas witnessed) the bowels to leave me better provided for by his death than in his life. Let his slayer go out into the night and the storm, and by morning was it likely they could find so much as his trail?

Forgive me, my dear good husband, but how else was I to keep Ned Curnow until the morning, when he could be taken, save in my bed?

AUTHOR’S NOTE

On reading this story ca. 1975, the author’s cousin, a beloved nun who had had her own adventurous escape from World War II Europe, expressed deep concern that a good Catholic girl should write such things, and sent me a bunch of Guideposts as a better market for what I ought to be writing. Her main concern seemed to be the lines about “as a man looks at a woman.”
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THE STARVEL HOLLOW TRAGEDY,
by Freeman Wills Crofts

An Inspector French Case
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INTRODUCTION

If this is your first encounter with Freeman Wills Croft’s mystery fiction, you are in for a treat. Crofts is a true giant of classic detective fiction, and his enduring character, Inspector Joseph French. Crofts, is an essential detective of the genre. Crofts, born in Dublin in 1879, was not only a distinguished novelist but also a successful railway engineer. He combined his two passions brilliantly, often employing engineering concepts within his narratives to lend authenticity.

Crofts emerged in the “Golden Age” of detective fiction, a period between the First and Second World Wars, marked by the likes of Dorothy L. Sayers, Margery Allingham, and the inimitable Agatha Christie. Unlike Christie’s Hercule Poirot or Miss Marple, Crofts’ Inspector French is an everyday policeman. French is a meticulous, diligent worker, preferring routine and methodical investigation over dramatic flair or intuitive leaps.

In this era, detective novels were expected to present a puzzle for the reader to solve, thereby creating a mental competition between author and reader. In this sense, Crofts was a master “fair play” craftsman, carefully laying out all necessary clues and inviting his readers into the investigative process.

Crofts’ style differed from his contemporaries in significant ways. While Agatha Christie’s novels often revolved around the societal intricacies of the time, focusing on the psychology and motives of her characters, Crofts was more interested in the ‘howdunit’ rather than the ‘whodunit’. His works typically offer complex, well-constructed plots involving timetables and alibis, bordering on the forensic.

Inspector French is a stark contrast to Christie’s characters, as well as the flamboyant detectives often found in other works of the era, such as Sayers’ Lord Peter Wimsey or Allingham’s Campion. French is a diligent, patient, and essentially ordinary man whose extraordinary success relies on relentless investigation rather than brilliance or social privilege.

Crofts wrote at a time of great social change, and his novels subtly reflect these shifts. Unlike Christie, whose works often encapsulate the glamour and societal tensions of the era, Crofts focused less on these societal elements, placing more emphasis on the intricacies of his plots.

While it’s impossible to ignore the titanic influence of Agatha Christie in the detective genre, Freeman Wills Crofts carved his own distinctive path. His ‘inverted’ detective stories, attention to intricate details, and the dogged, down-to-earth nature of his lead character, Inspector French, offer a compelling contrast to the more flamboyant detectives of his contemporaries. So, dear readers, prepare yourself to be immersed in the world of Inspector French, where precision, perseverance, and the power of observation reign supreme.


CHAPTER ONE

The Tragedy

Ruth Averill moved slowly across the drawing room at Starvel, and stood dejectedly at the window, looking out at the Scotch firs swaying in the wind and the sheets of rain driving across the untidy lawn before the house.

The view was even more depressing than usual on this gloomy autumn afternoon. Beyond the grass-grown drive and the broken-down paling of posts and wire which bounded the grounds, lay the open moor, wild and lonely and forbidding. A tumble of dun-coloured sedgy grass with darker smudges where rock out-cropped, it stretched up, bleak and dreary, to the lip of the hollow in which the dilapidated old house had been built.

To the girl standing in the window with a brooding look of melancholy on her pretty features the outlook seemed symbolical of her life, for Ruth Averill was not one of those whose lives could be said to have fallen in pleasant places.

But, in spite of her unhappy expression, she was good to look at as she stood watching the storm. Though rather under medium height she had a charming figure and something of a presence. She was dark, as though in her veins might flow some admixture of Spanish or Italian blood. Her features were small and delicate, but her firmly rounded chin gave promise of character. She scarcely looked her twenty years of age.

But though she had the fresh vitality of youth, there was something old-fashioned in her appearance not out of accord with her surroundings. She wore her long dark hair piled up in great masses over her broad forehead. Her dress was of the plainest, and in the fashion of three years earlier. Though scrupulously neat, it was worn threadbare. Her shoes were cracked and her stockings showed careful darns.

For Ruth Averill was an orphan, dependent on the bounty of her uncle, Simon Averill, for every penny. And Simon Averill was a miser.

Ruth was born in Southern France, and she had dim recollections of a land of sun and warmth, of jolly people and bright colours. But since she had come to this gloomy old house in the wilds of the Yorkshire moors the joy had gone out of her life. Her companions during childhood had been the two not very prepossessing servants and the still less attractive gardener and out-door man. With her uncle Simon she had nothing in common. Even at the time of her arrival he was elderly and morose, and every day he seemed to grow more self-centred and less approachable.

After some years a break had come in her life; she had been sent to a boarding school. But she had not been happy there, so that when she was “finished” she was almost glad to return to the dullness and loneliness of Starvel.

There she had found changes. Her uncle Simon was now an invalid, querulous and solitary, and living only for the accumulation of money. His passion took the form of collecting actual coins and notes and hoarding them in his safe. He made no attempt to cultivate the friendship of his niece, and had it not been that he required her to read to him once a day, she would have seen him but seldom.

At this time also the two old women servants and the gardener had gone, and their places had been taken by a comparatively young married couple called Roper. Though more efficient than their predecessors, Ruth did not take to either of the newcomers, with the result that the fourteen months which had passed since her return from school were lonelier than ever.

Had it not been that Ruth had developed an interest in flowers and gardening, she would have found herself hard put to it to fill her life. Gardening and her friendship with a semi-invalid entomologist who lived close by, together with occasional excursions to the neighbouring market town of Thirsby, were the only distractions she could count on.

But recently another factor had come into her life. She had met on a number of occasions a young man named Pierce Whymper, the junior assistant of an ecclesiastical architect in Leeds. Whymper was acting as clerk of works during some renovations to the parish church at Thirsby, and when Ruth had gone with one or two of the local ladies to inspect the work he had been particularly attentive. He had begged her to come again to see how the job progressed, and she had done so on more than one occasion. Then one day she had met him walking near Starvel, and she had invited him to come in and have tea. This visit had been followed by others and they had made excursions together on the moor. Though no word of love had been spoken during any of these interviews, she knew that he was attracted to her, and though she would hardly admit it to herself, she knew also that she would marry him if he should ask her.

Such was the general condition of affairs in the old house of Starvel on this gloomy September afternoon, an afternoon which was to be remembered by Ruth as the end of her old life and the prelude to a new existence in a different world.

As she was standing, staring mournfully out of the window, the attendant, Roper, entered the room. She did not know then, though she realised it afterwards, that the message he was bringing her was to be the herald of a series of terrible and tragic happenings, so dark and sinister and awful that had she foreseen them she might well have cried out in horror and dismay. But she did not foresee them, and she turned with her instinctive courtesy to hear what the man had to say.

The message, though almost unprecedented, was in itself the reverse of alarming. Roper explained that Mr. Averill had instructed him to hand this note, which he had received in a letter to himself, to Miss Ruth, and to say that he hoped Miss Ruth would accept the invitation it contained. Further, that as there would be expenses in connection with the visit, he wished Miss Ruth to have the ten pounds enclosed in this other envelope. She could go in to Thirsby in the morning, get any little thing she might want, and go on to York in the afternoon.

With rapidly beating heart Ruth unfolded the dog-eared corner of the note, which was addressed simply “Ruth,” and read as follows:—

“Oakdene,” Ashton Drive,

York. September 10th.

“My Dear Ruth,—

“I hope you will allow me to address you in this way, as your father and I were old friends. I nursed you when you were a baby, and though we have not met for many years, I do not feel that you are a stranger.

“This is to ask if you will come and stay here for a few days and meet my daughters Gwen and Hilda. I do hope you can.

“Our autumn flower show opens on Wednesday, and the roses are always worth seeing. I am sure you would enjoy it, so try to reach here on Tuesday afternoon and you will be in time to go there with us.

“Yours very sincerely,

“Helen Palmer-Gore.”

Ruth could scarcely believe her eyes as she read this friendly letter. Mrs. Palmer-Gore she dimly remembered as a large, kindly, fussily-mannered woman, whom she had liked in spite of her trick of giving unpleasantly moist kisses. But she had never visited her, or ever been to York, and the prospect thrilled her.

But unexpected as the invitation was, it was as nothing compared to her uncle’s attitude towards it. That he should have given her permission to go was surprising enough, but that he should have sent her ten pounds for her expenses was an absolute miracle. Ten Pounds! What a sum! Why, she had never had the tenth part of it in her possession before! And what she could buy with it! Visions of frocks, shoes, hats and gloves began to float before her imagination. Feeling as he did towards money, it was good of her uncle Simon. She turned impulsively to Roper.

“Oh, how kind of uncle,” she exclaimed. “I must go up and thank him.”

Roper shook his head.

“Well, miss, I shouldn’t if I were you,” he advised in his pleasant Scotch voice. He came from somewhere in Fife. “The master’s not so well, as you know, and he particularly said he didn’t want to be disturbed. I’d wait and see him in the morning before you go. You will go, I suppose?”

“Of course I shall go, Roper.” She hesitated, undecided. “Well, perhaps if he said that, I’d better see him in the morning, as you suggest.”

“Very good, miss. Then I’d best arrange for a car to take you in to Thirsby in the morning? About ten, maybe?”

“Thank you. Yes, about ten will do. And you might send a telegram to York which I will write for you.”

The man bowed and withdrew, and Ruth gave herself up to glorious dreams of the next few days: not so much of visiting the Palmer-Gores and York, but of getting away from Starvel. Yes, she admitted it to herself at last. It was to get away from Starvel that she really welcomed the invitation. While there had been no chance of quitting it, she had not realised how terribly bitter was her hatred of the place. And not the place only, but of every one in it. She hated her uncle—in spite of the ten pounds. She hated Roper with his sleek civility, and most of all she hated Mrs. Roper, who always treated her with a veiled insolence, as if silently taunting her because of her dependent position. Oh, how splendid it would be to get away from the place and everything connected with it, even for a few days! And she determined she would use the opportunity of this visit to find out what her chances would be of getting some job by means of which she could support herself, so that she might never be forced to return to Starvel or see any of its inhabitants again.

That night she could scarcely sleep from excitement, and next morning she was ready with her shabby little suitcase long before the time at which the car was to arrive.

She was somewhat uneasy about her uncle’s condition. For several days he had been ailing, and when she had gone in to say good-bye to him before leaving she had thought him looking very ill. He was asleep, but breathing heavily, and there was something in his appearance which vaguely disquieted her.

“I don’t think he’s at all well,” she said to Roper when she came down. “I believe he should have the doctor.”

“I was of the same opinion, miss, and I took the liberty of calling at Dr. Philpot’s when I went in to order your car. But the doctor’s ill. He’s got influenza and is confined to bed. I thought of going on to Dr. Emerson, and then I thought if it’s only influenza that’s wrong with Dr. Philpot we might just as well wait. He’ll likely be about again in a day or two.”

Dr. Philpot was Mr. Averill’s usual attendant. He was a youngish man who had come to the place some three or four years earlier, and who had already built up a reputation for care and skill. The other practitioner, Dr. Emerson, was old and past his work, and had retired in all but name.

Ruth paused in some perplexity.

“That’s very unfortunate. But I think you are right that if it’s only a matter of a day or two we should wait for Dr. Philpot. I hadn’t heard he was ill.”

“Neither had I, miss. He was all right on Thursday, for he was out that day to see Mr. Giles.”

“So I understand. How is Mr. Giles today?”

“I haven’t heard this morning, miss, but last night he was far from well. Mrs. Roper is just going up to see if there is anything wanted.”

“I’ll go round to see him on my way to Thirsby,” Ruth decided. “Can I give Mrs. Roper a lift?”

“Thank you, miss, it would be a convenience. I’ll tell her.”
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