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THE CAT’S MEOW

Welcome to Black Cat Weekly #36.

We have another great issue featuring not one, but two full-length books—George O. Smith’s classic collection of linked science fiction stories, Venus Equilateral, and Hulbert Footner’s mystery, Officer!

As always, our acquiring editors have cooked up some delights. From Michael Bracken comes an original police procedural from H.K. Slade, “A Body at the Dam.” Barb Goffman has unearthed “Run Don’t Run,” by Mary Saums, which I know you’ll enjoy. And Cynthia Ward brings us “Shattering the Spear,” by P. Djèlí Clark, a heroic fantasy story—we need more of these in BCW!

Topping things off, we have another solve-it-yourself mystery from Hal Charles, plus classic reprints by Rog Phillips (Vampires!), Lester del Rey (Superstitions in Space!), and Percy James Brebner (Kidnapping! Secret Agents!) All told, lots of terrific reading.

Here’s the lineup:

Mysteries / Suspense / Adventure:

“A Body at the Dam,” by H.K. Slade [Michael Bracken Presents short story]

“A Present from the Past,” by Hal Charles [solve-it-yourself mystery]

“Run Don’t Run,” by Mary Saums [Barb Goffman Presents short story]

“The Missing Signorina,” by Percy James Brebner [short story]

Officer! by Hulbert Footner [novel]

Science Fiction & Fantasy:

“Shattering the Spear,” by P. Djèlí Clark [Cynthia Ward Presents short story]

“Superstition,” by Lester del Rey [short story]

“A Vial of Immortality,” by Rog Phillips [short story]

Venus Equilateral, by George O. Smith [novel]

—John Betancourt

Editor, Black Cat Weekly
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A BODY AT THE DAM,
by H.K. Slade

An unbroken overcast held in the morning’s heat, the charcoal clouds like a weighted blanket. Friday Hampton could smell the coming storm. She rolled up the sleeves on her uniform. By all rights, she should have been wearing the heavy coat tucked away in the trunk of her patrol car, but a winter heat wave had descended on North Carolina the day after Christmas. Now, she had to deal with seventy-degree temperatures in December. The unseasonable weather hadn’t kept the leaves on the oaks and the maples, though. Between the sky, the fallen leaves, and the dead grass, it was a world of muted browns and grays.

“Officer?” a woman shouted from across the empty parking lot. “We’re the ones that called!” The muffled rush of water spilling through the nearby dam all but drowned her out.

The woman had the raw, waxy skin of someone who’d used cheap soap her whole life. She led a small boy, five or six-years-old, by the hand. Iron-on patches covered the holes in the boy’s jeans, but the frays in the denim had been carefully trimmed away so that the patches were hardly noticeable.

There were no cars in the parking lot other than Friday’s cruiser. She thought about the trailer park she’d passed on the way up to Tensdale Dam, the only homes in easy walking distance for a kid that age. She wouldn’t have been surprised if this woman’s single-wide was the nicest in the neighborhood.

“How can I help you, ma’am?” Friday asked once the woman was close enough for conversation. “The call notes I got were a little confusing. You found a suspicious item in the river?”

The woman shook her head. “It won’t me. My boy was playing on them rocks and saw something. Henry, tell the lady officer what you saw.”

The boy hung his head low enough that his long bangs covered his eyes. His mother gave his hand a firm but encouraging tug. “Go on, now,” she ordered, but the boy turned and buried his face in her pantleg.

The woman’s thin lips drew into a grim line, but her eyes went soft and she lovingly patted her son on the head.

Friday knelt down. Already short, the gesture easily brought her to the boy’s eye level. “Henry?” she said and fished in her shirt pocket for the talisman that charmed all children of Henry’s age. “My name’s Officer Hampton. I need some help. Can you help me?”

Reluctantly, still clutching his mother’s leg, the boy rotated to look at Friday.

Friday lacked the high cheekbones and thin eyebrows that turned heads in town, and that never bothered her one bit. What she did have was a smile that put old ladies at ease and got young drunks to do what she asked, which was far more useful in her line of work. She gave one of those smiles to little Henry.

“I know you might be scared, but I think I’ve got a fix for that.” Friday produced a small, metallic sticker from her shirt pocket and made a show of presenting it for the boy to inspect. “This is a badge just like mine. You can’t get one anywhere else except from a police officer. By giving it to you, I’m making you my junior officer. What do you say? Think you’re up for it?”

The boy slowly released his mom’s leg and nodded. Friday extended the badge sticker another inch. After receiving mom’s nod of permission, Henry presented his chest. Friday peeled the sticker and, with great ceremony, placed it on the left side of his chest exactly where she wore her own badge.

Henry beamed. He lifted his chin and the bangs fell away like parting curtains to reveal a set of bright blue eyes. Mom’s lips decompressed and she gave Friday a tight smile equal parts approval and appreciation.

Friday stayed at Henry’s level. “Now that you’re a junior officer, you can’t get in trouble if maybe you went somewhere you weren’t supposed to go or saw something you weren’t supposed to see. Can you help me out and tell me what’s going on?”

“Uhm, I was playing,” Henry began. “I went down the hill a ways and up to the water. There’s, uhm, a trail there? I was walking and playing explorer and there was this space up under the trees. I thought it was a bag of trash, but, uhm, it won’t that. It was a man, and he had blood and stuff on his head.”

Little Henry, with all the earnestness his new position could hope to inspire, pointed to his own temple. “I thought he might could be sleeping, so I poked at him, but he didn’t move. Then I ran back and told momma.”

Patting the boy on the shoulder, Friday rose to her feet. “You did good, Henry. Really good. I’m here now, so I’m going to go see if I can help him. You say he’s down the river?”

“Yes, ma’am,” he said, nodding so hard his chin practically bounced off his chest. “You got to crawl down the rocks and walk a good ways until you see a little crick, then you keep going.”

Henry made an effort to lead the way, but mom put a restraining hand on his collar, and the boy immediately acquiesced.

“I was up here on the walk by the dam, Officer,” the woman said as if admitting to a failing. “I was watching, I swear on a stack of bibles, but the river takes a bend down the way. I couldn’t see him ’til he came running back.”

“I’m sure it’s nothing to worry about, ma’am,” Friday assured her. “Henry did a good job letting you know, though, right?”

“He sure did. He’s a good boy.”

Friday took out a pen and her notepad. “Henry, I’m going to get your mom’s phone number and let you two go on about your day. I’ll call you if I need anything. Don’t go arresting the kids in the neighborhood, though, okay? Wait for backup.”

“Yes, Ms. Officer,” he said and thrust his shoulders so far back that Friday thought his chest might pop out of his shirt.

With mother and son on their way, Friday started the long trek down to the river. The ground beneath her boots was soft, every step embedding more dead grass in the mud.

She keyed up her shoulder mic as she walked. “Charlie Three-Twelve to dispatch.”

Her police radio crackled. “Go ahead, Three-Twelve.”

“Can you get EMS en route to my location? I’m in the park at the base of the Tensdale Dam on the river side. I might have a possible injured subject.”

The ensuing delay in the response was neither a surprise nor a comfort. Everyone was short-staffed these days, even the emergency call center. Friday understood, but no one dangling at the end of a rope liked to be reminded how thin the line was.

“Ten-four, Three-Twelve,” the reply came back. “Be advised that EMS is on diversion due to holiday staffing. Holkum County has the nearest available wagon. ETA of forty-five minutes. We can dispatch Fire until a closer unit frees up?”

Friday thought about how that would go. The week between Christmas and New Year’s was a boom time for first responders. If Fire got called out, the men and women in the fancy raincoats had to bring the whole engine and half a station even if it was for a stubbed toe. Friday didn’t want to be responsible for tying up that many resources for what was most likely just a homeless guy trying to have a peaceful nap out of sight of the public. If it turned out the guy was hurt, two minutes wasn’t going to matter in the grand scheme of things.

“Ten-twenty-two, dispatch. Let me get out there and see what I got before I cause a ruckus.”

Quarried stone lined the steep banks of the Shattuck River beneath the dam, the jagged rocks slick with the morning’s misting. Spindly dead trees littered the rock field, the victims of floods, insects, or the overzealous application of herbicides. Friday maneuvered down the face of the slope, cutting parallel to the waterline and balancing with her hands in hopes of avoiding a spill. That was the last thing she needed. It would take the firefighters half an hour to rescue her and another hour to stop laughing about it.

Little Henry’s path was easy enough to see. Even with the dampness in the air, the narrow strip of muddy riverbank preserved his tiny shoeprints. There were other prints beneath his, more than Friday would have expected to find in such an isolated spot given the holiday and the gloomy weather. They most likely belonged to the homeless man she was going to check on. Friday stepped wide to preserve the shoe impressions out of habit, but the rocks proved treacherous, and she soon conceded the cause.

A hundred yards downriver, the slope gave way to flat woods that ran right to the edge of the Shattuck. A low fog clung to the water, tendrils of white mist spilling over the riverbank and into the woods. It didn’t take long to find the little creek Henry had mentioned, nothing more than a brownish-red trickle of water flowing from the underbrush.

Friday had to duck under a low branch and balance on a deadfall to keep going. Her gear caught on the thorny vines and hampered her progress, but the effort brought her to a little cove tucked out of view from everywhere but the river. Someone had lugged enough rocks from the dam to make a little fire pit, but that had been the extent of their industriousness; they hadn’t packed out a single bit of garbage. Beer cans and food wrappers littered the clearing. A filthy sleeping bag lay stretched out before the soot and charred logs in the firepit. A white plastic grocery bag hung from a branch, limp in the stifling stillness of the day.

There was so much junk, in fact, that at first Friday didn’t see the body.

Her initial thought was that the man in question had just gotten up and walked away, and wouldn’t that make her life easier? A less motivated officer might have turned around and called it a day, but the late Detective Tony Hampton didn’t raise any lazy daughters. Friday made a systematic and thorough search of the cove, just like she’d been trained to do, and found the man tucked among the washed-out root system of an old cottonwood tree.

“Trinton Police,” she announced in her no-nonsense voice, “You all right, sir?”

The man lay as still as anything else on the river. He was turned away from her, lying on his side, arms and legs twined in the roots in a way that could not possibly be comfortable. Friday crept forward and placed a hand on his leg, her gun half out of its holster.

Death. There was no putting into words how it felt, the difference between touching a person and a corpse. The sense came with time. Time and unenviable experience. Some of the old cops, the twenty-year guys, could tell from across a room. Five years into the job, Friday still needed to touch to be sure, but sure she was; the man had no more cares in this world.

White male, hundred and forty pounds, late-thirties at the time of his death. Hands calloused and emaciated, fingernails long and caked with grime. It had been a week since he’d seen a razor, longer than that since he’d had a bath. Exposure, malnutrition, alcoholic hepatitis: any number of things could have killed the man, but Friday would have put her money on the blow that had caved in the side of his skull right at the temple.

“Dispatch, Charlie Three-Twelve. Upgrade my call to a one-oh-three. Go ahead and call out the techs. I’m going to be about a hundred and fifty yards downriver from my patrol car. Have them call me when they get here and I’ll walk them in.”

“Ten-four, Three-Twelve. Be advised, Crime Scene is tied up on that home invasion in the Bellview District. I’ll get them to you when I can get them to you. We’re having to call in a detective to respond. Expect an extended response time.”

“I always do,” Friday said without keying up the mic. She debated about heading back to her patrol car to get crime scene tape, but there was no sense in it. No one was going to stumble across this body without her seeing them.

She studied the wound as much to educate herself as to pass the time. The blood was still wet, so she couldn’t be sure, but it looked like the wound was squared off. She didn’t know how the damp conditions effected coagulation, so she couldn’t even make a guess at the time frame. There were other things she could do, but she’d gotten her hand slapped once for messing with a crime scene. The detectives could be persnickety like that, and she was just a lowly patrol officer. Better to let the detectives handle it. She checked her watch. Almost noon. They might even get there before sunset.

Friday looked around for a place to sit. She was going to be there a while, but every bit of garbage, every muddy shoeprint was potential evidence of a murder. Maybe if she backtracked to the deadfall—

Something wet splattered on the back of Friday’s neck.

“Just perfect,” she said and reached to wipe away what she was fairly certain was bird poop. When she checked, though, it was just water. Rain. Not only was she going to have to stand around for hours guarding a corpse, but she’d have to do it soaked.

That’s when it hit her that the rain would wash away more than her good mood. Even if they left at that very moment, the crime scene techs would arrive to find every bit of evidence washed down the Shattuck.

Concentric ripples appeared on the stretches of river not covered in fog. The storm was coming fast. Friday didn’t even have time to run back to her car for a tarp. In five minutes, the chances of solving this homicide would drop off the edge of a cliff.

* * * *

Rain slapped at the window, and a heavy gust sent the last sweetgum balls of the year skittering across the roof. The racket startled Ambrose Broyhill so badly, he nearly fell out of his recliner. He stroked his upper lip with his knuckles, smoothing his burly mustache and soothing his irritation at having his mid-day nap interrupted.

It’s not like I have anything keeping me from making a second go at it.

He was about to do just that when a pitiful whimper cut through the sounds of the storm. Ambrose hefted his great bulk out of the plush chair, slid his feet into a pair of well-worn slippers, and shuffled down the hall to his bedroom.

Lilo the pit-bull lay curled into a tight ball on top of a comforter that had spilled off the bed. The poor pup was trembling. With a grunt of effort and only a single pop of his left knee, Ambrose lowered himself to the floor and gently patted the dog’s muscled haunch. Lilo raised his massive, blocky head, his eyes turning up to Ambrose.

“It’s okay, boy,” he said. “It’s just a storm. We’re safe in here. You’re always safe with me.”

That was the thing about rescued dogs and old cops; everyone was scared of them, but all they really needed was a little TLC. Gradually, Lilo’s trembling lessened. Bit by bit, the dog scooted closer and closer until he had his big head on Ambrose’s lap. He was almost asleep when the phone rang.

“Hello?” Ambrose said as he stroked Lilo’s ears and whispered calming words to the big dog.

“It’s Friday Hampton, sir,” the voice on the phone said. “I need some help, Detective, and I need it now.”

Ambrose smiled. He had a soft spot for his old partner’s daughter. “That’s retired detective, Friday. Ambrose to you.”

“We can argue etiquette all you want tomorrow, but right now I got a situation and I need a detective.” Her tone brooked no argument. Ambrose sat up a little.

“Tell me what you’ve got.”

Friday’s voice went distant. She must have switched to speaker. She shifted into the near-shout of someone wanting to ensure that they were heard and not interrupted. “I’m out on the Shattuck up by Tensdale Dam. I’ve got a body out in the open, a ton of perishable evidence, and a hell of a storm about to wash over my crime scene like it was biblical times. The cavalry is an hour away. I’m out here by my lonesome until then.”

Ambrose shifted the phone to his other ear and closed his eyes to focus. In spite of his retirement status or perhaps because of it, his pulse quickened as parts of his brain that he’d consigned to storage came online. “Okay. You know how to work the scene. Tell me what you have.”

“I’m in a little clearing. One way in, a two-foot-wide strip of mud on the riverbank. That’s unless you count an amphibious landing, but no sign of a boat pulling up. The decedent looks indigent. Blunt force trauma to the left temple. It’s a weird wound. There’s a square edge to it where the skin broke. Blood’s still wet.”

“Did you take pictures already?”

“No city cell phones for lowly patrol officers. This is my personal phone, and the new IA major made it a firing offense to have pictures of a dead body on a personal phone.”

Not for the first time, Ambrose marveled at how much police work had changed. As dedicated a cop as Friday was, he couldn’t ask her to destroy her career. “Gotcha. Signs of a struggle?”

“He’s covered in dirt, but I can’t tell how much of that is from the attack and how much from the lifestyle. He’s face down, so I can’t see a heck of a lot without moving the body.”

Ambrose nodded his understanding for the benefit of no one. Outside his window, an angry gust drove a sheet of rain against the side of the house. The windchimes on the back patio rang and rattled madly. “I know the protocol,” he said, “but there isn’t time to do things properly. That storm is rolling through here right now, and it’ll obliterate everything when it gets to you. You’re going to be the only one to see the evidence, so let’s get you in there seeing as much as you can.”

Things went quiet on the line as Friday set the phone down to work. Ambrose should have known there would be no hesitation. The girl was squared away.

Her old man would be proud.

“Massive defensive wounds,” she shouted after a few moments. “The left forearm is pulp. No rigor or livor mortis that I can see without cutting all his clothes off. His cell phone’s still in his pocket. So’s his knife and a lighter. Maybe three dollars in change.”

Robbery was unlikely. In Ambrose’s experience, that was hardly ever the motivation when the homeless were involved. Jealousy, sometimes, but most often, it was good old-fashioned anger. “What’s around? Anything unusual?”

“Plenty.” Friday chuckled, the mirthless laugh of someone overwhelmed, on the cusp of giving up. “It’s like a freaking a yard sale out here.”

She’s a good kid, a damned good cop, but this is a no-win scenario and she knows it. She’s out of her depth, but she had the presence of mind to call you, Ambrose.

He put his hand on Lilo’s ribs, felt the dog’s slow, even breath, and let some of that serenity into his voice. “Tell me what you’re looking at, Friday. Systematic and thorough, remember?”

“Okay, okay. There’s a firepit. It’s warm, but not hot. Probably from last night. Junk food wrappers. Chips, cookies, Slim Jims. Things you can shoplift. Some beer cans, a couple of glass bottles. Empty cigarette packs.”

Ambrose could see it in his mind’s eye. Easy enough. It sounded like every homeless camp he’d been to in his thirty years. The solution would be in the details, though. “Tell me about the cans and bottles.”

“The cans are a mixed batch. PBR and Bud. A couple crushed Modelos, but they look old. The bottles…one’s Wild Irish Rose. Mostly empty. Looks like a twenty-two of something…Olde English maybe? Been here long enough to have spiders in it. And a Mike’s Hard Lemonade? A six of them.” There was a thud on the line, probably Friday moving the phone. “One’s in the pack, still cold.”

Interesting. That changes things.

“Look around,” he told her. “See any condoms or drugs or a clean blanket?”

Another pause. Ambrose could hear Friday sifting through junk, bottles clinking together, aluminum cans bouncing off rocks. “Yeah, I found the end to a box of Trojans. It’s wet, but not dirty. Got to be new. How’d you know?”

It was all starting to come into focus. “Who drinks Mike’s Lemonade?”

“Sorority girls?”

Ambrose smiled beneath his mustache, far too seasoned and composed to laugh aloud in such a tense situation. “You think the ladies of Kappa Delta were touring the homeless camps this morning and things got out of hand?”

“Fair point,” Friday acknowledged.

Working down a list that had become almost subliminal after so many murder investigations, Ambrose thought about what he’d want to know if he were assigned to the case.

“Is the weapon there? Maybe a piece of angle iron, or a crowbar? Something heavy with an edge.”

“Nothing,” Friday said quickly, and there was a fresh touch of panic in her voice. “Oh shit. Here comes the rain.”

What are we missing? What do we need?

“Footprints, Friday,” Ambrose urged. “In the mud. Quick, before they wash out.”

Static filled the line, and it took him a moment to realize it wasn’t a dropped call but the roar of heavy rain.

“Mine,” Friday said, now truly shouting. “The boy who found the body. The vic’s work boots. Beneath that…looks like…flat tennis shoes. Vans, maybe?”

Time was running out. Ambrose could hear the downpour picking up. “Don’t worry about that now. Are all the prints coming and going?”

“The boy’s…yeah, going both ways. Spread out where he was running back to mom. The vic’s boots are both ways, too. Bottom layer of the prints, looks like. He must have left before everybody got here. No, there’s one on top of the Vans. Shit. It’s washed out now. I’m sure of it, though. The victim must have left and come back.”

“The Vans, are there any leading back to the park?”

Friday was smart, and if Ambrose’s suspicions were right, that was going to be a problem. If she put the pieces together too quickly, she was going to do something stupid. Sensing his worry, Lilo whined softly.

“It’s coming down in buckets. Everything’s flooding. I can’t…no, the Vans are all heading away from the dam. Shit. Detective, the lake’s pretty much topped off. If they open the spillway—”

Ambrose cut her off. Friday’s thought process was a train barreling towards a washed-out bridge. He had to get ahead of it. “Officer Hampton, listen to me. I want you to get back to your patrol car and wait for back up. Promise me you’ll—”

“I got to go,” she blurted, and the line went dead.

Ambrose stared at his phone, his mouth still open from trying to head off this exact outcome. Lilo lifted his head, his ears pinned back with concern.

“Damn it, boy. She figured it out.”

* * * *

Friday stood on a riverbank that was rapidly becoming indistinguishable from the river itself. The pounding rain drenched her to the skin. She had to hood her eyes with one hand just to keep them open. Her other hand held her SIG 226.

She looked up the creek. Water poured in a torrent from the little ditch, washing loose branches and other debris out into the wide Shattuck River. The footprints were long gone now, but she remembered. They told the story. Fighting against the wind and the suck of the deepening mud on her boots, Friday slogged up the creek into the dense, dark woods.

Maybe she would have gotten there without Detective Broyhill. Maybe she had everything she needed to figure out the murder on her own. Then again, maybe not. The cove had been a perfect out-of-the-way place. Hardly anyone ever came up to the dam at this time of the year. It was too ugly, too drab. Spring was a different story, but in winter, the only reason to come there was to get away from something.

A homeless man wanting a quiet spot to build a fire and hide from the scrutiny of polite society? All he’d need would be a few beers and some non-perishable food, and the cove provided everything else. A pair of teenage lovers, off from school and looking for a spot to slip away from the folk’s trailer for a frantic bit of affection? Well, the cove would work just fine for that, too.

The problem only came when the two mixed.

The creek was a straight shot, no curves or bends. Probably engineered that way. Friday’s shorter stature became an asset as she ducked under fallen logs and overgrown bushes. She spared a thought to hope the warmer weather hadn’t thrown nature’s cycle off enough that she had to worry about snakes. The creek was the perfect environment for water moccasins, and she already had enough on her plate.

As Friday moved deeper into the woods, the trees transitioned from broadleaf to conifer. The dense pine needle canopy cut the force of the storm considerably, but it also blocked what little daylight there was and left the forest floor in near darkness. Friday had a flashlight that she knew from experience would work even underwater, but the light would give her away to anyone hiding in woods.

There were no good choices. See where she was going or be seen coming from where she was? Having already thrown caution to the wind, Friday elected for stealth over safety. At least she had the advantage of knowing where her quarry was heading.

The creek led back to a steel culvert that ran under a fence separating the woods from the nearby trailer park. Friday had once recovered a stolen dirt bike from there, and she knew it would be choked with leaves and garbage, at least until the storm cleaned it out. Anyone running from the river would have to go around or shelter on this side of the fence. She was counting on the latter. It was the only way she was going to catch the murderer.

Up to her knees in water, Friday found the most likely path out of the creek. She holstered her weapon and, grabbing roots and rocks for leverage, scrambled up the bank to the relatively dry pine needle carpet of the forest floor.

She spit rainwater from her mouth and keyed up her shoulder mic. “Dispatch, this is Three-Twelve. I’ve got a location change.”

“Go ahead with your nature change, Three-Twelve.”

“I’m back in the woods west of the Shattuck. Can you have responding units head to the trailer park off the access road? Go ahead and detain anyone out in this weather, especially teenagers.”

“Copy, Three-Twelve. Nearest unit shows an ETA of eighteen minutes. Do you need me to expedite?”

A young man emerged from the lee of a thick stand of firs only a stride or two away. He stood a foot taller than Friday, all sinew and muscle, and held a 2x2 length of lumber like a war club. Behind him, a teenage girl peeked out from the trees. The rain had plastered her bleached hair against her face, and her makeup ran down her cheeks and left her looking like a drowned racoon.

“Yeah, dispatch,” Friday said with overexaggerated calm, “go ahead and expedite.”

The boy hefted the board and took a step forward. He shivered. His eyes, red nearly to the point of glowing, were nonetheless resolute.

Friday’s gun came out in a blur. “Slow your roll,” she commanded. The mousy girl shrieked, clutching her sodden T-shirt. The boy stopped.

The board in the boy’s hands beaded water like pressure-treated lumber. It had a fresh cut to one end, a sharp edge that might still have a bit of blood and skin in the grain. Friday couldn’t be sure without a closer examination.

Friday played the hand she’d been dealt. She did not want to shoot this kid, but neither did she want to end up another body on the banks of the Shattuck.

“This doesn’t have to go like you’re thinking it has to go,” she said, her gun never wavering. “I think I know what happened. I can help you.”

“You don’t know shit,” the boy said and bounced the board on his palm. Friday could see him building up enough courage to charge. It was bad. He wasn’t just violent, he was stupid.

“You just went down to the river to get some time with your girlfriend, right?” Friday suggested. “Some peace and quiet away from all the little brothers and sisters running around the trailer? Nothing wrong with that. Hell, I’m not the make-out police. But then some crazy old drunk stumbled up on you two. Probably scared the hell out of you right?”

“I ain’t scared of nothing,”

Friday extended her non-dominant hand, palm opening in a calming gesture. “Now’s your chance to show everyone how smart you are. Set the board in the dirt, and the three of us are going to walk out of here together. We’ll get us some dry clothes and you can tell me all about what happened over a Big Mac. Or not. Maybe you want to talk to your free lawyer and let them sort it out for you. That’s what I’d do, but it’s your choice. If you take another step, though, you don’t get any more choices.”

He thought about it, chewed on the decision like a pip. The kid was skinny enough that Friday saw the ripple of tension in his arm muscles as he made his choice. The wrong choice.

“Gavin!” the mousy girl shrieked.

It was enough to snap the kid out of it. His narrow eyes relaxed, then drooped. Similarly, the tension drained from his arms, first from his shoulders, then his forearms, then his hands. The board dropped from his limp fingers, falling to the ground next to his muddy Vans.

* * * *

Ambrose paced his bedroom, holding his phone away from his ear so that he could yell into it more effectively.

“Bullshit, Barb,” he thundered along with the storm. “I don’t care how short-staffed you are. You’ve got an officer alone in the woods with a murderer. You’re the watch commander. Find a way to get someone there ten minutes ago!”

Lilo, who never barked, growled low and menacingly, adding his voice to the argument in the only way he knew how. Ambrose gave the big dog a pat, grateful for the show of solidarity.

“I hear you, Detective,” the young captain protested, “but I’ve got people on the way. I don’t know what else you want me to do.”

Ambrose bit his knuckle, fully aware that he could only push so far. He’d known now-Captain Barbara Rice when she was a recruit, been her training officer at one point, but there was a limit to her indulgence, and he was right up against it. Still, if the choice was between burning bridges and wondering if he could have done more to save his old partner’s daughter, there really wasn’t a choice.

“Listen,” he started, but his phone beeped with an incoming text message. He let Barb go so he could check it.

Ambrose’s stomach finally stopped percolating. It was from Friday.

“Two in custody. Tell you about it over coffee soon. Thanks for the help detective.”

Lilo sat at his feet, his giant head cocked to one side. Ambrose put the phone down on the dresser. His knees gave out and he dropped his substantial backside on the end of the bed so hard that he bounced slightly.

“See, boy? Nothing to worry about.”

They both ignored the wetness on his cheeks.
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A PRESENT FROM THE PAST,
by Hal Charles

No matter her age, Cass always loved her grandmother and grandfather’s creative birthday parties. Today, as Cass stepped into the front room of their rustic farmhouse, she felt she had passed through a time portal. The room was filled with the sweet smell of incense along with the unmistakable notes from a sitar.

Cass’ grandparents were a little different from those of her friends. While both of them held advanced degrees—her granddad in English, her grandmother in physics—they had chosen a hippie, back-to-nature lifestyle. Her earliest memories of the farm were of listening to British Invasion records and learning to tie-dye t-shirts.

And, of course, there were the stories. Her grandmother’s face always lit up when she showed the pictures of her and “the girls” screaming their heads off at the famous Beatles performance at Shea Stadium in 1965 while her granddad’s favorite tales involved their epic journey to Woodstock in the psychedelic VW that still sat in the barn out back.

Cass waded through the crowd of total strangers engaged in animated conversations. Over the years, her grandparents had entertained themselves—and her—with games designed to “exercise” her mind.

“Finally,” said her grandmother, emerging from the strangers, “the birthday girl has arrived.”

“Grandmother,” said Cass, “what’s going on?”

The older woman smiled. “Granddad will get home a little later, but I thought we’d better get started.”

“Started with what?” Cass said, tilting her head.

“The game, of course.”

“Who are all these people?” said Cass.

“Oh, they’re part of the game. In the next few minutes you’ll meet several people. Your mission, should you choose to accept it,” said her grandmother with a titter, “is to determine what they have in common.”

Suddenly, a tall woman with exceedingly short hair approached them seemingly in a hurry. “Martha,” she said to Cass’ grandmother, “I promised John I’d be back home as soon as I got him everything he needed from the grocery.”

“Cass, darling,” said Martha, “this is Sally Jenkins from my book club, and—”

“I’d like to have some fun tonight,” interrupted Sally, “but I have to head out.” With that, she disappeared into the swirl of people.

“That was quick,” said Cass as she noticed a heavyset man moving in their direction.

Catching her granddaughter’s eye, Martha said, “Let me introduce Maxwell Carrington. He’s in line to start construction on the new civic center downtown.”

“You can call me Max,” said the mustached man. “I’m afraid we have a few more details to hammer out before any building can begin.”

“He’s just being modest,” said Martha, grabbing the hand of a bright-eyed young woman to their right. “Lucy, I’d like you to meet my granddaughter, Cass.”

Cass nodded.

“Lucy just opened the new jewelry store over on Collins Street.”

When the young woman noticed Cass admiring the rings she wore, she said, “You know what they say about diamonds being a girl’s best friend.”

Cass’ mind was spinning as she tried to find some pattern that would pull these people together. Perhaps the common factor was their newness to town or that they were all in business.

Before she could say anything, a serious looking woman in a dark uniform appeared.

“Rita Thompson,” said Martha, “you must have come straight from work.”

The woman nodded.

“Rita works with the transit authority,” said Martha.

“Sorry I’m a little late,” said the woman. “Some joker mowed down half a block of parking meters on Main. Been working those streets for ten years and never saw such a mess.”

Well, thought Cass, there went her first two possible solutions. Even with all the noise, she had to focus.

Just then she spotted a frail woman sitting by herself toward the back of the room. “Who’s that?”

Martha’s face grew dour. “That’s Eleanor. She volunteers at our church. Pretty lonely lady, I’m afraid.”

Hearing her last words, Cass smiled. “Grandmother, you better put on Shirley Ellis’ ’Name Game’ because I’ve got this puzzle figured out.”

Solution

When her grandmother described Eleanor as a lonely person working at church, everything came together: a long, tall Sally wanting to have some fun; Maxwell hammering out details; bright-eyed Lucy with diamonds; and Rita patrolling the parking meters. They all had first names from Beatles songs. When Cass’ granddad arrived, he brought her birthday present: a box set of the Fab Four’s greatest hits.
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RUN DON’T RUN,
by Mary Saums

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

personally selected by one of the most acclaimed
short stories authors and editors in the mystery
field, Barb Goffman, for Black Cat Weekly.

The replay’s always the same. An old man, skinny dude, hugs the corner of a building ahead. He steps from darkness into the low light of a closed store’s window. He carries a brown bag. His tweed hat and suit jacket shine from wear. His stiff shuffle does not hurry, does not lag.

His eyes lie. They’re good at it. At his age, it comes natural. They stare straight ahead, do not blink. They pretend not to see me, that everything is fine, that there’s no hurry, that he sees nothing. I understood this part but not the whole lie, hidden well by a master but so obvious to me now.

Traffic stills in my memory as his soft footsteps fade in the distance behind me. A long beat of thicker quiet hangs in the night, a hesitation, just before a click, ahead and to my left. I see an arm in slow motion coming out straight from behind a car, swiveling to point and squeeze, the barrel flash, the hit like a grizzly knocking me down and sitting on my chest, suffocating, pressing me into the asphalt like it was water, great claws ripping into my heart, drowning me, pushing a lost memory to the surface. Then cold, then darkness. I thought I was gone.

I came back gradually to lights and sounds. Not the light of heaven or songs of angels welcoming me to my reward. Painful fluorescents overhead stung my eyes. Sirens and ambulance shrieks. Yelling, car horns, garbage trucks. Chicago.

Louder and closer was the fool yammering of my partner, Detective George Ehrman, talking about the good food in the cafeteria, for Christ sakes, about how he’d been at the hospital every minute he wasn’t on duty. At this, my eyes adjusted enough to see that the nurse standing on the other side of my bed was white. She came into focus as she leaned closer. Young and pretty. Her expression, eyes widening, lips tightening with patience, confirmed what George said, that he’d been a constant annoyance.

My mouth must have twitched. She smiled back at me and said, “You’re at Saint Joseph, Mr. Crosby. You’re going to be fine. Rest.”

Even then, as early as that, the plan was in my head. Every word George spoke, going on about how lucky I was, how the bullet grazed a rib, nothing else, about the time he got shot and his life passed before his eyes. All of it made things clearer, more sure in my mind.

“Like a reel of film,” he said. “Everybody I ever knew, special days, days when nothing happened, all three-D and in color, the whole thing. You know the weird part? This feeling, like God was telling me everything was all right. No fire and brimstone over not going to confession. I’d had a good life. No regrets. I was ready to go. Anything like that happen to you?”

I managed to croak out a few words. “No, man. Nothing like that.”

He talked nonstop. I pushed my thoughts away for later. I persuaded him to go home, that I was fine.

The hospital noises in the hall became more familiar and more hushed. I slept hard and woke up in the dark. The nurse came in to change the IV bag. Then I was left alone in the quiet to consider.

When I’d thought I was about to die, there’d been no movie. No feeling that it was all good, that I could go into the great beyond happy. George said he’d had no regrets. Regrets were about all I had. They hit me as I lay in that hospital bed like a second bullet. The force slapped my insides awake, like my soul had been in hibernation. I saw the whole of my life in one strange scene from thirteen years earlier.

I was eighteen, just out of high school, with a bus ticket out of Mississippi in my pocket. I had cousins living in Chicago who said they could get me a job and I could stay with them until I was on my feet. I told my father the night before I was going to leave. He didn’t have much to say.

The next morning before I went to the station, I walked down to the riverbank to tell him goodbye. He hung out there every day with a bunch of other old sots who pretended to fish. I stood next to him a while, neither of us saying anything, just watching the corks bob in the water, before he told his buddies.

“My boy here is leaving.” He put his hand on my shoulder. A couple of the fishermen turned and said, “That right?” and “Whereabouts you going?”

I said, “Chicago,” and while some made friendly comments, one old man turned toward me in his ratty lawn chair and fixed me with a hard stare.

“Lots of dust up there. Lots of wind. And a whole lotta concrete.” He moved his fishing pole to his left hand and reached down with his right. His fingers dug into the ground and came up with a ball of red-and-black soil. “It’s a cold, cold place.” He looked up and held his hand out toward me. “This is who you are, young son. Don’t forget.”

Crazy old drunk, I thought. And I did forget. The city’s excitement pulled me in from the first minute I stepped off the bus.

Five years later, I was a rookie in the police department. Got married but it didn’t last. I loved my job. Thought it would be enough. It wasn’t. Earlier brushes with death in the line of duty had not deterred me. This time, I realized I was not immortal. Even my love of the city was about gone. As I lay in the hospital, that bony fist of dirt, the pungent smell of fish and the river and the past kept rising up before me.

The day I was released from the hospital, George waited outside the exit doors when the attendant rolled my wheelchair to the curb. A good breeze from the lake pushed us along to his car. Jackhammers in the parking lot make it hard to hear each other. We drove past a construction site where the high keen of cutting metal sliced through the air. I looked up to rusted trestles. The el screeched by me one last time.

* * * *

A different metal-on-metal scratching twanged in the breeze and blew into my car on the way to the river. It was the healing kind, a sweet sound that made me grin as I drove through the countryside. It moved and slid around, sorrowful and jubilant, went through my chest and wrapped around me like it was part of the sunlight, or maybe the midday heat was making it wave up out of the fields before it floated down and out over the Pearl River.

I’d settled into small-town life again. I took a sandwich every day for lunch and drove out to a picnic spot past Jester Dupree’s land, hearing him playing slide on one of his guitars he’d made from scraps. Neither he nor his house could be seen from the main road. It made no difference. His improvisations carried for miles here, where the terrain was flat. The locals could picture him easily. Didn’t need to see him to know he was sitting under his tree. Didn’t need to see his big hands, gnarled from old age and six or seven decades of farm work, somehow became young again when he played.

This particular day, six years after I left Chicago, he wasn’t in top form. He kept starting and stopping and missing notes. The tunes sounded like he was aggravated with himself or that his mind was on something else. Didn’t matter to me. His playing eased the job I had to do. After I had my lunch, I’d be on my way down the road to serve a warrant.

I’d joined the sheriff’s department when I came back to Mississippi, still in Allmon County, where I was raised. Now I lived in Solley, the county seat. A few years after I moved home, when the old sheriff died, I filled in and then got the job in the next election.

When the music stopped, I sat a little longer at the picnic table in the shade. Then I gathered my trash, got into the patrol car, and drove east about a mile to a rental house on the water.

I wasn’t looking forward to confronting the man I came to see. As much as I hated the thought, Terrell Long was probably here in Mississippi because of me.

I knew Terrell in Chicago. Not friends. I busted him for peddling dope a dozen or more times from a juvie on up. He was the kind of kid who lied every time he opened his mouth. Was known to cheat people who helped him. Fought and argued for no reason.

In spite of these things, Terrell had a certain charm that made me want to believe he had potential. He was still a screwup, still had a mean streak when he got drunk, but he was one who might make something of himself one day, legally, if he could just get his shit together and grow up.

I hadn’t given him a thought in years when he showed up a few days earlier in Solley at my office. There he was, in the middle of August, wearing a yellow polyester shirt and yellow plaid pants and sweating like a hog. I watched him through the window, stretching out of the car, looking as out of place as an alien from Mars. He appraised the surrounding buildings with a disapproving eye before doing a city strut down the sidewalk and into the building.

He leaned into the frame of my office door, fanned himself with a thin-brimmed summer hat, smiling like he’d hit the lottery.

“Well, well. Sheriff. How ’bout that.” He was a man now, probably twenty-seven if I figured right, but still looked like an undernourished kid.

“Terrell. You’re a long way from home.”

“On vacation. Actually, I’m on my way to New Orleans. Got a new place down there. Thought I’d take a side trip to see your domain.” He looked around the walls, nodding. “Nice. Looks like you’re staying. Hard to believe.”

“How did you know I was here?”

“Oh, you know me. I always keep up with people.”

We walked outside together. He wiped a handkerchief across his brow and put his hat on. He said he had gone straight. I didn’t ask for specifics. I tried to ignore the hint of worry in the back of my mind. I wished him luck.

When I saw him walking downtown two days later, I knew he hadn’t changed. Can’t say I was altogether surprised. He said he liked it here, enough to maybe buy a place nearby. Said he decided to stay in town a while to check things out.

The next day, I got a phone call from my ex-partner, George, in Chicago.

“Let me guess,” I said before he told me his reason for calling. “Terrell Long is in trouble, and you think he might be headed my way.”

A pause. “You’ve seen him.”

“Yep.”

“It’s worse than that. He’s playing Little Eddie.”

I spun my chair around, put my legs up on the desk, leaned back, and rubbed my eyes. Little Eddie Burton, son of Big Eddie and heir to his drug numbers and prostitution empire, got his MBA and joined the family business, one that grew considerably as Little Eddie was given more control. This wasn’t totally due to his business skills. He showed early talent in areas usually reserved for the old man’s lieutenants. He got a quick reputation for being as ruthless and intimidating as the best of them. He was linked to a dozen or more murders in the Chicago area. We never got a conviction on him. Too slick.

I had a hard time believing George. “How is this possible? Terrell’s never been anything but small-time.”

“All I know for sure,” George said, “is Little Eddie’s pissed enough to come for Terrell himself. The word inside is that he and two of his goons left this morning. They know he’s there. So be careful, my friend.”

“Yeah. Thanks, George.”

After I hung up, I wished I had asked how they knew he was in town. Had Terrell called Little Eddie from here? More likely, Terrell got drunk and talked too much, as usual, about his plans before he left.

I tried to warn him. I drove on out to the rental house where he was staying. He wasn’t there. I went back after work, and again around nine that night. I stopped in at the local clubs and asked around.

When he wasn’t at Brace’s, the last one, I thought, hoped, he’d left town already. He might be in New Orleans by now. With any luck, Little Eddie and his boys had skipped on out of Solley altogether. I sat at the bar and ordered a beer.

“That’s right. Sit down and relax,” Charlie Brace said. “They’re gonna start the next set in a minute.” Charlie always hired good musicians on the weekends. He used to be a bandleader himself in the old days, booking gigs and playing bass in jazz and blues bands around the South. He sure had some stories.

He told me a little about the band there that night, pointed to the stage and said, “You see the drummer? His great-granddaddy gave me my first job. He was a strange bird. Always had the best working for him though. Said he never hired a man just because he was a good player, but he had to walk right too. Wouldn’t decide on him until after the audition and had time to watch him walk away. It’s true. I saw him do it many a time.”

“You mean, like, to see if they were drunks?”

Charlie shook his head. “I don’t think so. He never would say what he was looking for. Just said he could see who they were. He was a smart guy. Had big crowds everywhere we went. Smart, but a little strange. Eccentric, I guess you’d say.”

I stayed until the band finished their last number. Early next morning, I had a meeting at the courthouse and didn’t get back to my office until about ten o’clock. A woman was inside waiting on me. She had a black eye and bruises on her arms. She filed a report claiming Terrell Long was the man who hit her. I made a few calls before getting the warrant, but I believed her. This was the business I dreaded, what brought me out past Jester’s land that day, to bring Terrell to jail.

This time, his car was there. I glanced inside it, saw nothing unusual, on the way to the porch. The screen door was closed, but the wooden one stood open. Through the screen, I saw an overturned chair in the front room.

I knocked and called his name. Nothing. I stepped inside, saw a broken vase on the floor, walked through, checking rooms, all trashed. In the kitchen, some red splatters, surely blood, dotted the sink and counter.

I went out the back door, circled, and returned to his car. That’s when I noticed the tracks of a heavier, wider vehicle. It had pulled in and backed out after Terrell came home. From over the fields, I heard Jester’s guitar again, the tune moving in a disjointed, raggedy way, like he was distracted again.

Or somebody was with him.

Jester had seen a lot in his years, but he was still a shy man. People made him nervous. He could play at Brace’s with the other old-timers, but that was because he got lost in their company and what they played. One-on-one, he messed up.

I ran to my vehicle and got the dispatcher on the line as I drove. A few minutes later, I turned onto the dirt drive to Jester’s secluded house. I passed a windbreak of a double row of pines set into an upward slope. Just beyond that, his house came into view. My heart sank upon seeing a new four-wheel-drive SUV, parked in the grass and pointed outward toward the main road, as if for a quick getaway.

The one-story farmhouse had a tin roof and wide front porch. Makeshift tables scattered around the side yard held all sorts of machine parts with lawn mowers and other household appliances in various states of repair. Behind them, the barn and sheds looked as weathered as if they’d stood there a hundred years.

Jester looked about that old himself. He wore overalls and a T-shirt like he always did. He sat in a cane-back chair in his usual spot, in the front yard under an oak that gave a wide ring of shade. Next to him, he’d set up a table full of small tools, wire, and bits of metal. A bucket of ice, a spit can, and a smooth-coated mutt sat nearby on the ground. A primitive replica of a National guitar leaned against the table.

It was a work of art. Not just the homemade guitar, the whole picture. The lines of history in Jester’s face alone told their own story. The surroundings told another, of contrasts between the peace of an old man and his home and the threat leaning toward him, Little Eddie, smiling, all innocence. I watched him as I approached, watched him rest the wire cutters he held down on the table and then turn his palms upward as if he had nothing to hide.

“Afternoon, Sheriff,” Jester said.

I crossed to him, shook his hand. Little Eddie either didn’t recognize me or pretended he didn’t. His smile dimmed a fraction when I held my hand out to him as well, but he took it. Two broad-backed henchmen walked toward us from the side yard. They looked like feds out of their element, wearing jackets on a hot day out in the sticks of Mississippi. After a look from their boss, they smiled like gargoyles and stepped farther away from the shorter, slimmer guy with a bloodied lip who walked between them. Terrell.

“Sorry to interrupt while you have company,” I said.

“They’re not company,” Jester said. “Strangers. Real-estate people.”

Little Eddie and his gargoyles grinned wider.

“I didn’t realize you were thinking about selling,” I said.

“I’m not,” Jester said. “They just think they can outfox an old man and take his land for nothing like I ain’t got any sense.”

“Whoa, now, Mr. Dupree,” Little Eddie said. “That is not the case. I’m here to do the opposite. I like your place for myself, not for resale or making money off you. I got plenty of money. What I want is for you to afford to live wherever you want in luxury. An old brother such as yourself deserves that after all you’ve been through. Think about it. If you could live anywhere, anywhere at all, where would you go?”

Jester looked up into the oak branches. “I used to want to live in the mountains. There was a TV show about Colorado. I went out there. It was beautiful, in its own way. I rode all over. But it was empty. Like a shell. Pretty colors. No soul. My place suits me better. Good fishing right here. Ain’t that right, Sheriff?” He picked up his guitar again and started plinking around.

“Pretty good,” I said.

Little Eddie tried another tack. “Some people go around the country to fish, to find the best spots. You could have a fine new home near one of them with all new furniture and fancy appliances and still have enough to travel. Wouldn’t you like that?”

Jester didn’t look up from his playing when he spoke. “Why don’t you buy that place with fancy stuff for yourself instead of here if it’s so much better?”

Little Eddie laughed and shook his head while he tried to think of an answer. “I guess I’m looking for some soul too. All I’m asking is that you think about it.”

We turned at the sound of a car coming up the drive. One of my deputies.

“Folks,” I said, “everything’s okay. Mr. Dupree, I stopped by to see if you’d seen Mr. Long here.” I took out my warrant and waved it at Terrell. I motioned for him to walk toward me. “I need him to come down to the station to ask him some questions.”

Terrell came forward with an unsteady gait, like he’d hurt his legs, but smiled as if nothing in the world was wrong. Little Eddie’s smile disappeared. His eyes moved, assessing the yard, as he considered his next move. Jester rose slowly from his chair.

“Sheriff, while you’re at it, these boys need arresting too, all of them, now that you got help.” He said it in a calm way. His voice cracked only once. He stood as straight as his crooked frame allowed. “I lied a while ago. This one here,” he said with a nod at Little Eddie, “said they’d hurt me if I didn’t sell. They been beating up that young man, though he’s as bad as the rest. A couple days ago he was pushing me to sell to him. Now his fancy friend wants my place. They been talking mean and nasty, talking about how they know where my granddaughter lives, like they’ll hurt her if I don’t sell them my place here. They think I don’t know why. They want to set up a drug stop, come in with boats and such at my cove. That young one wants to run it for them. And he”—again he indicated Little Eddie—“said they’d cut off my fingers where I couldn’t play no more if I didn’t do what they want.” His voice cracked once more as he rubbed his hands, looked at the table where the wire cutters lay.

A hush fell over the yard. Seconds passed with only the sound of the deputy car coming closer. Jester had spoken too soon.

Terrell changed. Sweat beaded on his face. His eyes looked wild, as if he was on the verge of panic.

Little Eddie faked dismay, walked backward toward his men, called the old man crazy. Jester stepped away from the tree, closer to him. His dog rose and followed, not blinking, not taking his eyes off Little Eddie. The car stopped. The deputy got out, shut the door, and walked toward us.

It was not Jester’s fault. He lived in his own world, came from a place and a time when no bad guy would dare harm an officer of the law. I doubt it ever crossed his mind that these men would do anything other than what I instructed them to do. But even down here, Little Eddie and his boys were still in their own world, one with no such rules. The family business and keeping it healthy rated higher than the lives of a two-bit hustler and a few hicks, even hicks wearing badges.

Terrell stole a look behind him just as Little Eddie whispered an order. His goons reached under their jackets, came out with guns. One turned about-face and dropped the deputy with one shot.

The other aimed at me and fired as Terrell rushed me from the side. We both hit the ground.

Another shot rang out and then a short barrage from two, maybe three guns as I rolled Terrell off me. The first shot had missed Jester due to the dog’s intervention. That bullet and the rest went into the dog.

I pulled my sidearm and yelled, “Drop ’em now.”

They didn’t hear me. At the same time, Jester screamed and threw himself, arms out, toward the nearest gunman. The other one turned my way, raised to shoot, but I got him first, a split second before his friend shot Jester between the eyes. I yelled again and shot the killer, saw a movement to my right, swiveled, and had no time to think. Little Eddie’s arm was extended, gun pointed at me. I shot him in the belly. He groaned and crumpled.

He died in the hospital. The others didn’t get that far.

It takes forever for things like this to be over, especially in a small town. But we got through it. Other than myself, the only survivor was the deputy. He sells insurance now. Everybody else went back to Chicago in boxes.

A low-ranking punk in Little Eddie’s organization testified that Terrell worked on small jobs for them. An opportunity to steal over $700,000 from a drug transaction accidentally came Terrell’s way and he took it. He ran but thought better of it once he got to Solley. Like Jester said, he got the idea of setting up his own kingdom there by the river. He thought he could talk Little Eddie into moving him into upper management. He didn’t know Little Eddie like I did.

Jester and the way he played can’t ever be replaced. It was his own sweet soul that he pressed out in twangs and steel bends, a shy man with sad stories, using the only language that goes straight from heart to heart. The sound was like an extra dimension over the land and riverbanks, a part of the scenery. I still hear it faintly, and it makes me wonder if what he played still echoes off the trees and plowed fields and laps in at the water’s edge again and again. Or if the whisper of it has always been here, and that Jester only magnified it.

I think of these things now as I watch the measured walk of folks in this town, something I never noticed before. Usually it’s the older people, men and women, who move to a slow blues soundtrack. They know the horrors of the world, but they keep on moving through it.

That old skinny dude in Chicago, the night I got shot, he felt a similar thing. The clamor of city life, bouncing off concrete and pummeling in the wind, gave him a different groove in his walk, harder and more stiff than those of us down here. That’s the Chicago style. Harsher tones, a faster clip on top of the beat. Less give, less soul.

He saw what was fixing to happen to me that night. His city survivor instincts kicked in automatically and though he gave no sign, I knew from his eyes that the calm he displayed was a lie. Inside, he felt the push and the pull, the need to hurry away from trouble, the equal need to stay slow, not draw attention, to delay what trouble might be ahead.

It comes natural after a while, always will, so long as the world is looking for a man to hurt or to blame, to shoot in the back if he runs, to knife up close if he stays. All we can do is keep going, pour out the sorrow in measures, by the river, in the fields, on the street, in dark clubs; not too fast, not too slow.
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THE MISSING SIGNORINA,
by Percy James Brebner

Featuring Valentine West—Secret Agent

INTRODUCTION

Percy James Brebner (1864–1922) was a British author primarily of adventure and detective fiction, though he also wrote several historical novels. He was the eldest son of James Brebner, manager of the National Provincial Bank of England, Piccadilly. He was educated at King’s College School and worked in the Share & Loan Department of the Stock Exchange before he began his writing career.

He published his early novels under the byline “Christian Lys,” though he soon dropped it in favor of his real name.

One of his most popular creations was professor Christopher Quarles, a detective very much in the spirit of Sherlock Holmes. He also emulated Doyle’s “Lost World” fiction, publishing The Fortress of Yadasara (also known as The Knight of the Silver Star) which has been described as “a highly romantic lost-race adventure in the mode of the contemporary historical novel” by critic and historial E.F. Bleiler in his Science-fiction, the Early Years. 

Brebner also wrote for various British and American newspapers and magazines including the Weekly Tale Teller and The Sunday Star, as well as publications like The Ilfracombe Chronicle War Supplement during the First World War.

The Valentine West series—which consists of just six stories—appeared sequentially in All-Story Weekly between July 27 and August 31, 1918. “The Missing Signorina” is the first, introducing West to readers.

* * * *

The minister motioned Valentine West to a seat, looked at his watch, and from a drawer took a small bundle of papers.

“I was particular about the time, Mr. West, because in half an hour I have to introduce you to a man who will assist you in this business, and I wanted to give you the facts first.”

Valentine West was not fond of having assistants thrust upon him, but he did not say so.

“Some months ago a young lady was brought to England and placed at a ladies’ college at Cheltenham,” the minister went on, consulting the papers in his hand. “Her name was Signorina Contini. She was about eighteen years old, was sent here nominally to learn English—really to get her out of the way. I have not seen her, but I am told she is beautiful, which is possibly true since she appears to be a most disturbing influence in the minds of several people. A week ago she disappeared, and she has got to be found.”

West looked surprised.

“More a case for the police than for you, eh?”

“I was thinking so, sir.”

“Unfortunately this young woman, although of small importance in herself, the daughter of quite a bourgeois family, I am told, has attracted the attention of a very highly placed person—Count Pietro, of Tuscany. If you are well posted in court knowledge, Mr. West, you will understand that such a marriage for such a person would endanger a dynasty. The young woman was quietly exiled and the affair considered at an end. Now it is ascertained that Count Pietro is not to be found. It is supposed he has come to England, found the lady, and has abducted her from her guardians at Cheltenham. The affair becomes a diplomatic one.”

“And she disappeared a week ago,” said West.

“Over a week ago.”

“Then they are probably out of the country.”

“The ports have been watched,” said the minister. “There is every reason to think they are in England, waiting probably until our vigilance has slackened. The necessity for keeping the matter as quiet as possible to prevent diplomatic complications, of course, increases our difficulty. Yesterday I had a visit from an Italian detective who has been instructed to act with us. He is one of two sent over, and knows both the count and the lady. He is coming here to be introduced to you this morning. You see the affair is considered serious. Anything in the nature of a morganatic marriage is abhorrent to the count, I understand, and rather than be separated from this girl he would renounce his rights.” 

“Will catching them prevent his doing so?” asked West.

“That is hardly our affair. We have to catch them since they are in this country. Afterward their own people must deal with them. Are there any points you wish to raise before I have this man in? I expect he is waiting.”

“Is it known when the count disappeared?” West asked.

“I believe not. He was supposed to be at some shooting-box but was not there. He may have set out on this scheme a month ago.”

“Is there any proof that he is in England?”

“Nothing definite, as far as I know,” answered the minister.

“The conclusion is jumped to, I take it, merely because the girl is here?” said West.

“I imagine that is the case.”

“One more question, sir: Have you any reason to suppose that the Italian Government is using this affair to make a catspaw of us in some other direction?”

“Such a possibility has not occurred to me,” said the minister.

“You have no knowledge of any state affair which might lead you to think such an idea possible?”

“No,” the minister answered after a pause. “What exactly is in your mind, Mr. West?”

“Nothing definite, sir. I am merely trying to look at the problem from different angles.”

“I do not wish to influence you in any way,” the minister said, “but, remember, you have a woman to deal with. Clever enough to entangle the count, she may be clever enough to slip out of this difficulty. I should remember the woman rather than the count, West.”

West smiled as the minister rang his bell. It was well known that he distrusted women, and had once publicly declared that in every diplomatic difficulty the rustle of a petticoat was to be heard. The comic papers had not allowed him to forget the statement.

The Italian detective was ushered into the room, a vigorous man, quick in movement, mobile in face.

“Signor Lucchesi, this is Mr. Valentine West,” said the minister. “Mr. West is in possession of the main facts of this delicate problem, and is aware that publicity in the matter is most undesirable. Between you, I trust, a speedy solution will be found.”

“I cannot doubt it,” said Lucchesi, bowing to West. “I rejoice at the association. I have heard of Signor West.”

They left the minister’s room together, and at West’s suggestion went to a nearby restaurant to lunch. The sooner they became acquainted and understood each other the better.

“It is an affair of state,” said the Italian; “most important and secret. You are aware I have a colleague helping me?”

“The minister told me so.”

“Ricci—that is his name—Ricci is a young man of promise. He has not my experience, but he knows your London better than I do. He is at this moment searching in your Italian quarter. I hold—and Ricci is of like opinion—that one man has not carried this scheme through by himself. He has had helpers who have been well paid, probably. It is as well to see if there are any in the Italian quarter who are making the money fly. You agree, Signor West?”

“A clue might be found that way— certainly.”

“We labor under great disadvantage,” the Italian went on. “We may not be public. If we might, the thing would be easy. Count Pietro is a striking man, not easily passed by unnoticed, and the girl—you shall see. I have not a portrait of the count, but of the signorina—yes. Look! It is a face to stand out from the crowd, is it not?”

He took a photograph from his pocket and passed it to West—the picture of a girl, very dark, with large eyes, appealing and seductive. From the photograph West would not have pronounced her a beautiful woman, but her coloring might be brilliant; and, besides, an Italian’s idea of beauty would probably not coincide with an Englishman’s.

“She looks more than eighteen,” he said.

“In the south we mature earlier than you do here,” was the answer. “She is tall, has a bearing above her station, and has a reputation for beauty. If we could publish that portrait in your papers it might be easy to find her. People would have seen her and would give information. Only we must not make a public case of it. That is forbidden.”

West studied the photograph for a few moments, then handed it back.

“There are one or two possibilities which you do not seem to have considered,” said West; “at least they occur to me. Of course you may have information which makes them impossible. First, your government may be responsible for the disappearance of the signorina with the idea of making it impossible for the count to find her. The government may have become aware there was a chance of his doing so and taken prompt action.”

“That is not possible,” was the answer.

“It is marvelous what things are possible to a government—any government,” said West with a smile.

“It is not so in this case. Should I be here with Ricci? We are here for the government secretly. Our instructions were most precise. I do not know how it may be here, but with us it is impossible.”

“We’ll rule out that idea, then,” said West. “My other idea is that the disappearance has nothing to do with the count at all, and is the result of some other intrigue altogether. The count, I take it, is pretty much like other men, and is young enough to love easily and forget, and the lady may also have grown tired.”

“Ah, you do not know us, signore! Love is a grand passion with us. You do not know Count Pietro. He is not at all the man you imagine. He is determined, unreasoning, will allow nothing to stand in his way, sees obstacles only to overcome them. There is no doubt this affair is the count’s.” And then the Italian swore and roundly abused Pietro of Tuscany.

“You do not like him, evidently,” said West.

“No.”

“He has done you some injury, perhaps?”

“Perhaps.”

“Surely, surely, he did not rob you of the signorina?” said West, wondering if he had touched the key-note of the mystery.

“Ah, no!” said the Italian. “There is a lady at Pisa. He has not robbed me of love, this count. I say no more, only this: I am glad to be employed on this business—glad that I shall help to bring his plan to ruin.”

“We have not begun to succeed yet,” said West.

“But tonight we begin,” was the answer. “I expect Ricci to have information. Shall we meet tonight, signore? We are in rooms, Ricci and I, in Shaftesbury Avenue, a poor place, but we did not wish to attract attention. I am known to the count. I have no wish that he should know I am in London. Will you visit us tonight? It is better than meeting publicly, and you are not likely to be watched, as we might be. We can listen to what Ricci has to say and then we can act. I have my theory already. We shall see whether it fits with what Ricci will tell us.”

“Certainly I will be with you. At present I confess I am without any conviction.”

For a man so hopelessly at fault, as he confessed to be, Valentine West spent a thoughtful afternoon, smoked innumerable cigarettes, and was annoyed that Cheltenham was too far off to visit before keeping his appointment. There were one or two leading questions he would like to have asked at the school from which the signorina had fled. He would go down and ask them to-morrow, perhaps. Some one must have connived at her escape or she had been badly guarded.

The minister’s warning to remember he had a woman to deal with recurred to him. The signorina might be exceptionally clever, but, if so, her photograph did not do her justice. Arguing along this line, he was inclined to credit the count with the cleverness. Lucchesi seemed to be of his opinion and had evidently formed a theory. He had scouted the idea of the count having nothing to do with the affair. Why? It was surely an idea worth consideration since there was not a shred of evidence that Pietro of Tuscany was in this country. For some reason the Italian detective had a down on the count, and, although he had denied that love had anything to do with it, West preserved an open mind on the point. He thought the lady of Pisa might be compared to a red herring drawn across the trail.

“How should you go to work if you wanted to steal a young lady from school?” he asked Amos when he brought him his tea.

“See a doctor, sir.”

“What for?”

“To find out what was the matter with me.”

“Haven’t you any imagination, Amos?”

“Can’t imagine myself wanting to do a thing like that, sir.”

“It has been done, Amos, and I have to find the lady. I may want your assistance. Dinner at seven sharp tonight.”

At eight o’clock Valentine West presented himself at the lodgings in Shaftesbury Avenue, rooms over a small shop where foreign newspapers were sold. Lucchesi greeted him warmly.

“My theory fits,” he said. “Come in. You shall hear what Ricci has to tell.”

Ricci was a youth, evidently artistic in temperament. He looked more like a violinist in a cheap orchestra than a sleuth after crime until he began to talk, and then his shrewdness was manifest. He was a little theatrical in his manner, from an Englishman’s point of view, at any rate, but he was undoubtedly clever. He was enthusiastic about his work.

“I give you details, Signor West,” he said, breaking off in the middle of his narrative, “because, well, because I am Italian. You are English, and I like you to know what an Italian can do. It is pride. Is it wrong?”

“I am astonished at your insight,” West answered. “It makes me feel rather old- fashioned.”

“Ah, no, it is only that we have different methods, that is all; sometimes yours are best, sometimes ours. In this case we are dealing with Italians, so perhaps ours are the best. We understand more the working of the count’s mind.”

“You are convinced he is at the bottom of this affair?”

“Assuredly.”

“You feel certain you have not been deceived by your countrymen in the Italian quarter?”

“I can always tell a lie. I can see it coming.”

Ricci’s information gleaned from compatriots in the Italian quarter was complete and conclusive. Exactly how the escape from the school had been managed they did not know, but it was certain that Count Pietro had planned it. Ricci had discovered two Italians, Neapolitans, entertaining friends very free with their money. Only a few months ago they had fled from Italy to escape the police. They would do anything for pay, and the count had employed them, chiefly to act as spies for him. Through them he had discovered that he was watched, that to come out of his hiding-place was dangerous, that to attempt to leave the country in the ordinary way was doomed to failure. He had the signorina, but they were virtual prisoners.

“But not now,” said West. “These men were spending their money. They had been paid, therefore the count has moved. Is that so?”

“It is,” said Lucchesi excitedly. “It was my theory. I told you today I had a theory. He would hide in London with the signorina until the watchfulness had slackened, or until he could arrange some other way of escape. He has arranged another way. A friend—I am not sure but I think he is a naturalized German, though his name is English—has put a yacht at his disposal. It is an English yacht, you see. There will be no difficulty on that score. It is lying off Bognor. The count goes tonight. We must reach Bognor before he does.”

“He is quite likely to be stopped at the station,” said West. “I believe a sharp lookout is being kept for him by the local authorities.”

“Signore, no one knows that better than the count. His spies have done their work quite well. He is not to start from any of your London stations. He will go a roundabout way. We can easily be before him.”

“I should think so,” said West. “A late train should get us there in time.”

“He will not arrive until to-morrow, so Ricci learned. Is it not so?”

Ricci nodded.

“We shall be first,” Lucchesi said. “We go and wait for him on board. I shall be able to laugh at Pietro of Tuscany.”

“I think I hear hatred in your voice,” said West, and, turning to Ricci, he asked: “Am I not right? Does he not hate the count?”

“Just as I do,” was the answer, with a little hiss which surprised West considerably. It was indicative of hate far deeper than Lucchesi’s. West was puzzled. Were these two engaged in a quest—a vendetta? He looked from one to the other.

Lucchesi laughed.

“We are good haters and good lovers, too, in the south,” he said. “It is our temperament—a little difficult for you to comprehend. You are so cold in England.”

“I was wondering whether I should find myself obliged to protect the count against you two.”

“Ah, you have imagination, you English. Ours is not hatred of that sort—only the kind that will make us laugh at him.”

“I’m glad of that. Have you a timetable?”

“Your Bradshaw which I cannot understand.”

“I am not quite sure we are wise,” said Ricci. “Because I threatened them, and paid them, these Neapolitans told me the truth, but for more pay they will serve others against us. It is possible they may warn the count if they watch us and see us leave for Bognor. I hate Pietro of Tuscany, but I do not deny his cleverness. He might have arranged something with them. No, I do not like leaving openly in this way.”

“There is something in what Ricci says,” Lucchesi remarked thoughtfully.

“Much,” said West. “We will motor to Bognor. Where is the nearest telephone, I wonder?”

“In the shop down-stairs.”

Lucchesi and West went down together, and West phoned to a garage after looking up the number in the directory.

“A good car and a reliable chauffeur for a long distance run. That ought to bring us what we want,” West said, replacing the receiver. “I did not say where we were going. It is as well to be careful.”

“You think of everything, signore.”

“No, no, only of some things. Our success, if we are successful, will be due to your colleague, Ricci.”

“How can we fail?”

“When I am most confident I am most careful,” said West. “We have a proverb about not cooking your hare before you have caught him.”

“Ah, we cannot fail now!”

“I hope not.”

“While we wait for the car we will drink to our success. We have Chianti. Our wines do not travel well. They are not here as they are in Italy, but something of the native perfume remains in the bottle I shall open. Ah, I know a wine you may drink on the hills overlooking Vallombrosa. Sunshine, signore liquid sunshine.”

The night was fine. The motor was longer in coming than they expected, the chauffeur explaining that a car fitted for the journey was not in the garage when the message arrived. This car would do the distance well in the time, he said, and he knew the road. As it happened the car did not behave as well as he prophesied. Halfway through the journey the engine began to work badly, and there was considerable delay while the chauffeur, with West’s assistance, attended to it. So long as they arrived early in the morning the Italian detectives were not anxious. They were confident the count would not reach the yacht until later in the day. West, on the other hand, showed considerable annoyance. He cursed the car and the chauffeur and the garage which had supplied them, and was not to be appeased by Lucchesi when the car had been persuaded to run decently again.

They reached the outskirts of Bognor after daybreak. It promised to be a fine, breezy day. They had decided not to drive on to the front; they did not want to attract attention.

“You better get some breakfast and come back for us here,” West said to the chauffeur.

“Yes, sir. At what time?”

“Midday,” Lucchesi suggested. “We ought to be through with the business by then.”

They walked through the still-sleeping town to the sea.

“We have not been deceived,” said Ricci, pointing to the yacht lying out some little distance from the shore, a pleasure schooner built for cruising her graceful lines suggesting a speedy craft.

They chartered an early boatman to row them out; and early as it was the yacht was evidently awake, for, as the boat approached, two or three men came to the bulwarks to watch their coming—rather astonished at the appearance of the very early visitor.

“The count is not on board,” said Lucchesi. “They look surprised; they do not expect him so early.”

“I am not so sure of that,” said West. “They look as if they were all ready to sail.”

“But that is natural, isn’t it? They are ready to go directly he comes. You are pessimistic, my friend.”

The boatman remarked that it looked as if she were going out with this tide.

“When did she arrive?” West eagerly asked.

“The day before yesterday.”

As they came alongside the skipper appeared.

“Hello! What is it? Who are you?”

“Detectives,” said Lucchesi. “We want Count Lucchesi, of Tuscany.”

“There’s no person of that name about here.”

“There will be,” said West. “We have authority to search.”

“I’m not going to stop you,” said the skipper. “We’re not nervous of the law on this craft. If you’re going to wait for this count you talk about, you can send your boat back. I’ll send you ashore when you get tired of waiting.”

“We may have to wait some time,” Lucchesi whispered to West.

Ricci was more prompt with a decision.

“Thanks!” he said, tossing the boatman a coin. “We shall not want your services any more.”

The skipper smiled as they came on deck, looked at them critically, and suggested going to the saloon cabin.

“I do not doubt your authority,” he said, “but it is as well I should see it.”

Valentine glanced quickly round him and nodded his approval. He followed Lucchesi and Ricci into the cabin, and the instant he was inside was seized from behind so effectually that any successful struggle was impossible. A hand was slipped into his pocket and his revolver neatly taken from him. Then he was released. He looked sharply at his companions who stood by the table. No one had touched them. At that moment there was the sound of movement on deck, the strain of cordage and the rattle of the anchor-chain. They were evidently getting underway.

“What does this mean?” he demanded.

Lucchesi laughed.

“A little trickery, Signor West, a little successful trickery. I am Pietro, of Tuscany, and my colleague, Ricci, is the Signorina Contini. It is a pity she should have been obliged to sacrifice her beautiful hair for this enterprise, but it was necessary, and the hair will grow again.”

Ricci smiled and put his hand into the count’s.

“It is an outrage,” said West quietly.

“Sit down, signore, and let us talk of this,” Lucchesi said. “Be frank and admit there was to begin with an outrage against us—the separation of lovers.

“Scheming must be met by scheming. I stole the signorina from her prison at Cheltenham, but we were still prisoners. Your government was warned. We could not get away. The ports were closed against us—keen eyes were probably on the lookout for us everywhere. Any Italian man and woman traveling together would be suspected. So we planned that the government itself should help our escape. I applied to your foreign minister, as an Italian detective, for help in our search. You joined us. With you we could go anywhere. You knew we were detectives. I showed you a photograph to mislead you. It was not of the signorina, as you can see. Naturally Ricci did not go to the Italian quarter. She remained in our rooms, hiding, but you must confess she played her part well. Yet, even with you, we were afraid of the trains. Again the signorina persuaded you cleverly and you decided a car was best. Perhaps, as we are, as two men, we might have come alone to join the yacht, but I was afraid. The risk was too great. Questions might be asked, and we could not afford to be questioned. Signore, I shall presently have the pleasure of presenting you to the signorina in her true character. We have started for Spain, and it is necessary you go with us.”

“It should not be a great hardship.” The girl laughed.

“Signorina, I congratulate you on your cleverness,” said West.

“We have beaten you, that makes us very proud. You see, I do not hate the count as much as I pretended. That deceived you, is it not so?”

“It did.”

“And confess, signore, you rather sympathize with us.”

“Upon my word, I believe I do,” said West, “but you must remember that a man in my position must not let his sympathy prevent him doing his duty.”

“Ah, but you cannot always win. You have done your best.”

Later in the morning, under a fresh breeze, the schooner was dancing forth upon her journey when a smudge on the horizon quickly resolved itself into a gunboat coming at a tremendous pace. The skipper looked at her through his glasses, then handed them to the count, and glanced at Valentine West.

“A gunboat,” said the count; and then in a different tone, he exclaimed: “A gunboat! It means that you—you—”

“Don’t be reckless, count,” West said quietly. “You may have the will and the power to settle with me, but that boat knows I am on board this yacht, and if I were not found here you would find explanations exceedingly awkward.”

“You have betrayed us!” said the girl.

“Unfortunately it was my duty. I am rather sorry.”

“Sorry!” Had it not been for the intervention of the skipper the count might have had awkward explanations to give. There was a knife in his hand, and he had meant to use it.

There were a few moments of tense silence, during which the skipper had taken the knife and the gunboat had come nearer.

“But when did you know?” the girl asked.

“I was suspicious from the moment I saw the photograph. She was not beautiful, and she was much more than eighteen. I was not sure, of course, but I made arrangements with my chauffeur. He drove us to Bognor in my car. By my instructions he was waiting at that garage, but I was careful not to know the telephone number, count. I looked it up in case you might suspect me. I was a little surprised when Ricci showed such hatred for the count and wondered whether I was making a mistake. It was excellent acting, signorina. I had an understanding with my man. He was late in coming on purpose, the car broke down on purpose, so that we should not be here too soon, and when I told him to have breakfast and wait for us, it meant that he was to get into communication with the authorities. You see he has done so.”

“But why—why not stop us before this?” the count burst out. “Why let us think we had succeeded and then—then this?”

“For two reasons, count. I wanted to do my job thoroughly and see who was helping you, and had I shown my hand sooner there might have been no one at hand to stop you using your knife. I could not tell what kind of man I had to deal with, nor how many from the Italian quarter he might not have in his pay.”

The skipper was shouting orders, the sails flapped. The gunboat had ordered them to stop.

It was late when Valentine West got back to Bruton Street that night.

“Did you find the lady, sir?” Amos asked.

“Yes.”

“That’s good.”

“I almost wish I had failed,” said West. “Love is a wonderful thing, Amos!”

“So I’ve heard, sir.” And Amos Free went out of the room, closing the door softly behind him.


OFFICER!
by Hulbert Footner


INTRODUCTION

Hulbert Footner (1879–1944) was a Canadian-born American writer best known for his adventure and detective fiction. He was born in Canada, but grew up in New York City, where he attended elementary school—beyond that, he was entirely self educated. He began writing poetry and non-fiction in the earliest days of the 20th century, publishing essays about such topics as canoe trips on the Hudson River. Like most writers, he explored various jobs and genres of fiction, including newspaper reporting and journalism, as well as acting (which allowed him to see much of the United States when he toured in a production of Sherlock Holmes). His early novels were adventures set in the Canadian Northwest, which he had helped explore by canoe and document for publication while working as a reporter in his newspaper days.

His friend Christopher Morley, also a writer of books and poetry, steered him away from northwestern stories into crime stories and romance. Here Footner met his biggest success with the creation of beautiful and brilliant Madame Rosika Storey. The Madame Storey mysteries fit well in the Roaring 1920s. They appeared in leading pulp magazines of the day every year from 1922 through 1935. When reissued as books, the series consisted of:

The Under Dogs

Madame Storey

The Velvet Hand

The Doctor Who Held Hands

Easy to Kill

The Casual Murderer

The Almost Perfect Murder

Dangerous Cargo

The Kidnapping of Madame Storey

This success allowed him to travel, and his family spent a year in Europe in 1932-1933.

His earnings fell fell during the Great Depression, which eventually had a grim effect on the family’s time in Europe. It led to Footner having a heart attack during the winter of 1933 while on the Côte d’Azur. He recovered, though, and his subsequent production of novels, non-fiction books, and even a play were prolific, although he would never again travelled far from New York.

His book sales fell as the depression deepened in the 1930s. To try to recapture his place in the mystery field, he introduced a new detective, Amos Lee Mappin, a successful, middle aged mystery writer, whose investigations tended to occur in New York’s café society. He published Mappin stories until his death in 1944, alternating at times with Madame Storey.

Officer! is a mystery-romance that originally appeared in 1924 to critical acclaim. 


CHAPTER I

AN ARREST

What do patrolmen think about during their long, solitary tours of duty at night? Take young Larry Harker, number X5667, he was thinking about girls. His beat included several of the quiet, elegant side streets lying east of the Avenue in the fashionable Fifties, and the hour was about ten thirty, that slack period midway between the departure and the return from evening entertainments. East Fifty-first Street offered nothing of interest to the eye, and Larry was driven in on himself. He was thinking pleasantly of girls.

…Peggy Bilton, comical little thing! Bright as a newly minted dime! How she could make a man laugh with her funny faces….Pretty too, like a fluffy kitten…. But was there anything to her…? Somehow you couldn’t see her cooking good meals, and making a man comfortable around the house…. Well, there was Alice Shannon, she was a household treasure all right. Gosh! What a meal she could serve up! Made your teeth wet just to think of it! Easy to look at too…. But no! you couldn’t get up any excitement about Alice. Too soft… And in five years she’d be all over the place…. Just like her mother… Always want to look at a girl’s mother before you make up your mind… Irene Tanner, plenty of excitement about her…! Gee! you couldn’t come anywhere near the girl but your heart beat faster…. Something in those long black eyes of hers…dangerous…! With her fine figure and her style and all, she’d be a credit to a man, but…but… The trouble about Irene was she went to every man’s head just the same. It was fun to take her out and make the other guys look jealous, but to marry her…and have the other guys hanging around… Not on your life! A man wants some peace of mind when he’s married…

And so on, through the lengthy list of his female acquaintances. None of them exactly came up to specifications. He was not at all disturbed about it. Plenty of time. Plenty of time. Meanwhile it was interesting to put them through their paces. He was sustained by the comfortable feeling that any one of them would jump at him. It was a little cruel perhaps to keep them all guessing, but that was their lookout.

Larry did not consider himself conceited, but he could not help knowing how good-looking he was. It was a fact which had coloured and shaped his whole life hitherto, and he had long ago taken it for granted that he was set apart in that respect from the ordinary run of men. There is a lot going on in all of us that we never acknowledge. When Larry came out on the running-track clad only in singlet and shorts he could feel the admiration of the crowd, and was uplifted by it. Like men in general, and policemen in particular, he affected to despise such a thing as beauty in a man; nevertheless the consciousness of the possession of beauty was revealed in his gallant carriage. Young policemen are not supposed to look much in the mirror, but Larry knew very well that his sea-blue eyes had a peculiar liquid shine that was extraordinarily potent with the other sex.

In short Larry’s digestion was perfect, and he had yet to experience the difficulties of life. His good looks and his muscle had carried him along so far on the crest of the wave; first as schoolboy athlete, then as the football star of a suburban college, and now to the force, where he was one of the newest of patrolmen, but already a figure looming big in the Annual Games. The best-looking young fellow, and the best athlete in his circle, and already a settled man with an assured future—well, if life had anything more than that to offer, he didn’t know about it.

Midway through Fifty-first Street there stood a small hotel called the Colebrook. It was the sort of hotel that does not hang out a sign. A mysterious aura of “exclusiveness” enveloped it, which was worth thousands to the proprietors. It was supposed to be the favourite haunt of English people of rank and fashion when sojourning in New York. Larry, who had heard that lords and ladies stopped there, gave it a glance of unwilling respect, as he came abreast of the building on the other side of the road.

The street was very still. All the front windows of the hotel stood open. Suddenly from one of those windows sounds issued that brought Larry up with a round turn; a startled exclamation, a scuffle, the overturning of a chair. Immediately afterwards a man’s figure appeared at a window on the third floor, shouted “Police!” and disappeared.

Larry, as if a spring had been released inside him, sprang into action. In five seconds he was inside the hotel lobby. There was no one in view but an idle clerk behind the desk. The elevator stood open and unattended on the other side of the foyer.

“Trouble on the third floor,” said Larry crisply. “Take me up!”

“Eh, what?” said the astonished clerk. Evidently the cry had not reached his ears.

“Get a move on!” cried Larry. “Up-stairs!”

The clerk, not fully comprehending, nevertheless made haste to obey the peremptory command.

“Third floor front,” said Larry. “Fellow calling the police.”

The car had no more than started upward when Larry heard flying steps on the stone stairway that surrounded the shaft. With a gesture he commanded the clerk to stop at the floor above. Springing to the foot of the stairway, he was just in time to receive the descending figure within his outstretched arms—a slight figure, lithe and tense.

She started to struggle like a trapped cat, but suddenly becoming aware of the blue coat, the brass buttons, she went flaccid in Larry’s arms with a gasp of terror. A pursuing figure precipitated himself upon them, a man, the same, apparently, who had shouted from the window.

Larry, still embracing his trembling little prisoner, saw that her accuser was one of the highly finished Englishmen that he associated with the Colebrook. As a good American he felt a sort of uneasy disdain for the type. This was a man fifteen years older than Larry, but lean and erect as a youth. It pleased Larry to see him thoroughly flustered.

“That girl is a thief!” he said excitedly. “I caught her ransacking my room!”

Larry held his prisoner away from him in order to get a look at her. In half a glance he saw that she was extremely pretty. The fact lent a great zest to the commonplace situation, and he grinned delightedly. He had never been called upon to take up anything like this. More than pretty! she set his pulses leaping. Her thick black hair cut short at the neck, stood out straight with every quick turn of her head, lending her a strange, boyish grace. She had glorious dark eyes, full of terror now, but still not abject. Terrified and flashing.

“It’s a lie!” she said quickly. “He invited me into his room.”

Larry’s smile hardened. So that was the sort she was! Somehow he felt disappointed.

The Englishman stared at her in pure amazement, then laughed. “Well, that’s a new dodge,” he said. “And a good one.” He turned to the clerk who was peering fearfully out of the elevator. “Didn’t you carry me up-stairs five minutes ago?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Wasn’t I alone?”

“Yes, sir.”

“He met me in the corridor up-stairs—my room is on the same floor,” the girl put in quickly, “and invited me in.”

“I found her in my room,” insisted the Englishman. “I didn’t know she was there until I started to turn on the light. She knocked my hand away from the switch, and tried to get out. I grabbed her, but she broke away.”

Larry felt an instinctive antagonism to this man, but it was clear that he was telling the truth. It made Larry feel more kindly towards the girl in his grasp. He liked better to think of her as a thief than the other thing.

The clerk was comically scandalised. “How did you get in here?” he demanded of the girl. “We don’t allow…”

Larry silenced the feeble voice with a gesture of his big hand. To the girl he said, grinning once more—there was something delicious in the spectacle of her mixed boldness and terror, “If he invited you in, what started the trouble?”

“I changed my mind,” she said instantly. “I didn’t like him.”

The modest clerk gasped.

“It won’t go, sister,” said the grinning Larry. “Under the circumstances a man doesn’t holler for the police.”

“I couldn’t see whether it was a man or woman,” put in the Englishman. “I didn’t know how many there might be. That’s why I called for help.”

“Sure,” said Larry. “Is anything missing?”

“I don’t know.”

“Better go and look. I’ll wait.”

The Englishman went back up-stairs.

Aroused by a certain disturbing tone in the voices in the corridor, heads were now sticking out of the doors here and there. Seeing a policeman under the light, eyes opened wide, and agitated inquiries were addressed to the clerk. That poor timid soul, whose one idea it was never to let the truth become known under any circumstances, was seized with a panic.

“It’s quite all right, Madam… Quite all right sir, I assure you. Merely a slight misunderstanding which can be quite satisfactorily explained… No occasion for you to leave your rooms…”

To Larry he whispered, sweating: “Get her down-stairs, or you’ll have the whole house roused up.”

The three of them went down in the elevator. A few of the guests more or less fully dressed, started to follow down the stairs, and the clerk was in despair.

“You can’t wait here!” he said to Larry. “It’ll create a regular sensation. What can I tell these people…? Take her on to the station house. I’ll follow with Mr. Felix as soon as I can call the manager.”

Larry was not at all averse to the idea of a promenade through the dark streets alone with his pretty prisoner. “All right,” he said. “If you and His Nibs get a taxi you’ll overtake us.”

At the first move towards the door, a shiver passed through the girl. But she kept her head up. “I am a guest here,” she protested indignantly. “My room is 317. My name is Phillida Kenley. You can find out all about me. I have nothing to conceal.”

They always talked in this strain. “Sure! Sure!” said Larry soothingly, and kept her moving.

They started down the quiet street. Larry had a grasp of one of the slender arms, and was looking down at her with eyes full of delighted amusement. Such a little thing and so full of ginger! He believed her a thief, but he could not take it seriously. She was so different from the other thieves he had known. Besides, there was something about the Englishman, her accuser, that made his bristles rise. The man’s eyes were too close together. Larry had to take the girl in, of course, but he was all for her.

He greatly wished to enter into a more human relation with his prisoner. He desired to make her talk. There was something about her voice, irrespective of what she might be saying, something he had never heard in any voice before, that made the heart stir in his breast. Unfortunately under the circumstances he couldn’t think of any suitable opening; he could only go on smiling at her.

After awhile she said stiffly: “Can’t you let go of my arm?”

“Sure,” he said, instantly doing so. “But I ought to tell you, if you think of making a break, running is my specialty.”

Another silence.

As they went on her courage seemed to ooze out of her a little. “I am a guest at the Colebrook,” she began again in a smaller voice; “you will find my things in my room…”

“Sure, they’re always guests,” said Larry. He designed to be comforting, but his words were badly chosen.

“Who are?” she asked.

“Hotel thieves.”

“Ohh!” she breathed, freshly indignant.

They crossed Park Avenue, attracting curious stares from the passers-by, and struck into the quiet block beyond. Larry, bethinking himself that he was losing time, searched around in his mind for some safe and comfortable matter. He was not much of a diplomat.

“You’re too pretty for this business,” he blurted out at last. “You don’t have to.”

Silence from his companion.

“Got anybody to go bail for you? I’ll telephone anywhere you want.”

An involuntary groan broke from the girl. “Oh, what rotten luck! What rotten luck!” she murmured, more to herself than to him. “Everything is spoiled now!”

“Sure,” said Larry sympathetically. “It isn’t worth it, I tell you. Chuck it!”

“I’m not a thief,” she said sharply.

“I’d like to believe you,” said Larry, “but…”

As she offered no rejoinder to this, Larry supposed that he was making headway, beginning to soften her hard little heart perhaps. The thought pleased him greatly. He proceeded:

“It isn’t the morals of it. Although I wear the uniform I don’t set up to be a moralist. It’s the commonsense of it. A crook has no life at all. Always on the run. Got no friends. And bound to be caught in the end. You’ve made a bad start, sister, but…”

She interrupted him by saying in a weary voice: “You’d be funny, if I didn’t have other things on my mind.”

Larry stared at her. A hot flush crept up from his neck and made his scalp prickle. In all his experience no woman had ever spoken to him in accents of such cool and detached scorn, and for a moment he could scarcely credit his ears. He could only stare at her. She was not paying the slightest attention to him. A crook! It was intolerable!

“Ahh! You’d best keep a civil tongue in your head,” he growled.

She made no answer. Larry’s rage and soreness struggled for expression. He pretended to himself that it was the insult to the uniform he resented, when all the time it was only the handsome youth’s vanity which had got a jolt. Soreness got the better of rage. Hadn’t he meant well by the girl? Wasn’t he trying to be friendly? And to have her turn on him like that! He wanted to crush her with a lofty rejoinder, but all he could get out was:

“Ahh! A policeman is only human.”

“That always means the worst, doesn’t it?” she said contemptuously.

“I don’t get you,” he said stiffly.

“You wouldn’t.”

Larry’s Irish blood boiled over at that. “Ahh! you think you’re funny, don’t you?” he burst out hotly. “Let me tell you a person can get too funny for their own good! It’s nothing to me who you are or what you did. I just offer to be friendly, as you might to anybody, and you air your wit at my expense! You’d better curb it before you go before the magistrate, or he’ll soak you the limit!”

Larry’s injured feelings made no impression on her. All she said was, a little defiantly: “What can he do to me? I didn’t steal anything.”

“Attempted burglary’s just about as bad,” said Larry. “It’s a felony. You can be sent to State’s prison for it.”

She said nothing to that, but Larry, who had again seized her slender arm in his anger, felt it tremble in his grasp. It was like a telegraph message to his breast. In spite of himself he softened. Muttering under his breath, he strove to keep his righteous anger burning, but it flickered and went out.

“Ahh!” he growled, looking at her with eyes soft under his scowling brows.

But she looked straight ahead.

Crooked or straight she was maddeningly sweet. All Larry’s values were upset. He did not know what was happening to him. “Ahh!” he murmured. “Forget I’m a cop, and just look on me as a fellow.”

“What for?” she said with weary indifference.

“Ahh!” growled Larry, helplessly grinding his teeth.


CHAPTER II

THE RELEASE

As Larry and the girl went up the steps of the station house a taxicab drew up before the door, and the Englishman got out. “Mr. Felix” the clerk had called him. The clerk had not come with him. He followed the other two in.

Out of the corners of his eyes Larry sized him up with a growing antagonism. Mr. Felix’s excitement had calmed down, and his face was now as guarded and inexpressive as the typical Englishman’s. From shoes to hat he was turned out with a perfection that Larry (who was somewhat of a dresser himself in his off hours) realised with exasperation he would never attain to. A well-set-up, greyish-faced man, handsome in a regular, conventional manner; cold and correct; everything about him was antipathetic to Larry. What the young man chiefly resented was his air of aristocratic disdain. What the Hell! thought Larry, he’s in America now.

Meanwhile the police Lieutenant at his high desk had looked up with a bored air. But a gleam of interest appeared in his disillusioned eyes as they took in Phillida. “Well?” he said.

Larry said: “This man caught this girl ransacking his room in the Hotel Colebrook.”

The Lieutenant dipped his pen. “Name?” he asked Phillida, preparing to write in his blotter.

The girl had become very pale. She was fighting hard to keep up her courage, sticking out her chin defiantly, and biting her lower lip to keep it from trembling. But like a frightened child she cast a stricken glance at the rear door which led to the cells.

Before she could answer the Englishman spoke up. “I beg your pardon.” He spoke correctly and beautifully. He had adopted an ingratiating air towards the Lieutenant. He could be very agreeable when he chose. But his eyes were cold and guarded. “I am afraid a mistake may have been made.”

“Hey?” cried Larry, quite forgetting the decorum due before the desk.

The girl too stared at the Englishman wildly.

“It is not quite correct to say that I discovered her in my room,” Mr. Felix went on blandly. “I said I thought that she had attempted to rob me.”

“What’s the difference?” said Larry.

“I suspect now that I may have been mistaken.”

“What were the circumstances?” asked the Lieutenant.

“I returned to my room in the hotel a few minutes after half-past ten,” said Mr. Felix with the utmost self-possession. “As I was unlocking my door this lady passed along the corridor. I looked at her and she looked at me…with a smile rather. I invited her in… I am not attempting to excuse myself. It is no crime, I suppose. She came in. Just inside the door she made a movement that suggested she was drawing a gun on me. I have heard of your female highwaymen. I attempted to disarm her as I thought, but she broke away from me. In my excitement I ran to the window and called for the police. But upon thinking it over I am satisfied I may have been mistaken. No gun was found upon her.”

As he listened to this cool tale Larry progressed from astonishment to violent anger. His face crimsoned, and his blue eyes shot forth steely sparks. The man’s devilish aplomb infuriated him. All the time you could tell that the Englishman was lying by the shape of his mouth.

“Lieutenant, that’s not the story he told me!” cried Larry. “He said when he opened the door of his room he found the girl inside!”

“You misunderstood me, officer,” said Mr. Felix squarely meeting Larry’s blazing eyes with his cold grey ones. “She went in with me.”

“Misunderstood nothing!” cried Larry. “The clerk heard what you told me. Where is he?”

“He agreed with me that it would be better to let the whole matter drop.”

“Well, I’m not going to let it drop!”

“What is it to you, Harker?” said the Lieutenant mildly. “No blame is attaching to you. You did your duty.”

“He’s lying!” insisted Larry. “You can see it!”

“What is it to us if he is,” said the Lieutenant philosophically. “If he doesn’t want to lay a charge against the girl it’s just a job less for us. The cells are full enough already.”

Larry’s anger was understandable enough. No man likes to be made a fool of before his officer. But there was a good deal more than that in it. There was an unaccountable tearing pain at his breast. That little thing with her fine brave eyes snooping about a hotel corridor smiling in a certain way at men! A lie! A lie! Larry felt like killing the Englishman for uttering it.

How could he explain all this to the Lieutenant? He was further confounded by the fact that the girl instead of repudiating the slander, welcomed it of course. After her first glance of astonishment at Mr. Felix, the colour came back in her cheeks and the shine to her eyes; her back stiffened, one could almost say that she began to look amused.

“That is exactly what I told you,” she said to Larry.

“It’s a lie, anyhow!” cried Larry, sore and bewildered. “You went into that room to steal something. I know it!”

“Whisht, Harker,” said the Lieutenant in reproof. “Don’t be so hard on the girl. You can see she’s not a professional. Give her the benefit of the doubt.”

The benefit of the doubt! The situation was too much for Larry. He turned away, impotently grinding his teeth.

“Whichever way it was, Miss,” said the Lieutenant to Phillida, “if you’ll accept a word of advice from an older man, you’ll stay out of strange gentlemen’s rooms, whether asked in or not. You may go.”

His homily fell on deaf ears. The girl’s eyes turned desirously towards the door, but she cast a doubtful look on the Englishman and hesitated.

The Lieutenant was in turn addressing a reproof to that person, but the worthy officer was impressed by Mr. Felix’s air of rank and authority, and the reproof was a mild one. “Next time I hope you’ll think twice before making a charge, sir, and when you do make one, see it through.”

“I am extremely sorry, Lieutenant,” said Mr. Felix blandly. “I would be only too glad to make it up to this young lady if there was any way in which I might do so.”

“I dare say, I dare say,” said the Lieutenant dryly.

“My taxi is waiting outside,” Mr. Felix went on to Phillida. “Perhaps you will accept my escort back to the hotel?”

The girl shrank from him involuntarily. “No, no, thank you,” she said nervously.

“Please,” he said with his most winning air.

“I shall not leave here until after you have gone,” she said a little hysterically.

Larry’s sore heart was somewhat eased by this. It suggested that there was really nothing between them. The man, having discovered that he had lost nothing, was now disposed to make up to so pretty a thief. And she had turned him down. So Larry undertook to explain the baffling situation, without entirely believing his own explanation.

Mr. Felix bowed to Phillida with entire self-possession, and with slighter salutations to the Lieutenant and even to Larry, left the station house. A moment later they heard the taxicab drive away.

The girl then, without a look at either officer, quickly slipped through the door.

“Hm! Queer piece of goods that,” remarked the Lieutenant. “Something out of the common.”

His relaxed and gossipy air suggested that he was expecting to hear Larry’s further ideas about the case. But Larry within his breast felt a tug as if a high-powered magnet had moved away. “Well, I guess it’s back to the pavement for mine,” he said a little too quickly.

The Lieutenant grinned.

Larry, highly self-conscious, added with the idea of saving his face: “I’ll just keep an eye on her as she goes through the streets.”

“Well, if you asked me I’d say she was able to look after herself,” said the Lieutenant cynically.

Larry was already outside the door. Once out of the Lieutenant’s view he made no bones about concealing his eager haste. The girl was about two hundred feet ahead of him. For the sake of his own peace of mind he felt that he had to clear up this matter. Either she was an out and out bad one or else just a common thief. Whichever it was, it might have been asked what had a policeman to do with her, personally? But Larry did not ask it of himself. He was not thinking at all. Under the pull of that magnet ahead he was as helpless as any particle of iron.

He overtook her. She gave him the perfectly blank look that one turns to discover the cause of a sound. It cut the ground from under his feet. How was he to explain his own eagerness? The tongue clave to the roof of his mouth.

But as he walked along beside her, she looked at him again in an annoyed way there was no mistaking. He either had to fall back, or walk on ahead, or explain himself. “I’ll walk along with you to see you’re not annoyed,” he said gruffly.

“Thanks, it’s not necessary,” she said indifferently.

She was much more self-assured now. She was free, and her terrors were laid. More than ever she made it clear that she did not give a hang for the policeman beside her. But Larry’s most conspicuous characteristic was doggedness. Let her discourage him as she liked, his feelings would find utterance.

“I don’t believe that yarn you told,” he blurted out. “Even if he did bear you out. You’re not that kind of a girl. Anybody could see it.”

“Thanks,” she said in an amused way that rasped Larry’s vanity horribly.

“But you got a hard nature!” he cried, exasperated.

“A good thing to have, don’t you think?” she said lightly. “Especially for a woman. In this town.”

“You don’t have to be hard to them as would be friendly.”

“You have to make sure of your friends first.”

Larry had an uneasy feeling that her answers would always go him one better. It occurred to him that it would be advisable to lead up to things with a little general conversation. “You’re right, this is a bad town,” he said affably. “The half of it is not known. I could tell you things. Of course in my position I see the worst of it.”

“Naturally,” she said with the amused look that made him grind his teeth. It dried up all his conversation.

They came to the corner of Lexington Avenue, and the girl paused. “I leave you here,” she said.

“Our way is the same,” protested Larry.

“I am not going back to that hotel,” she said quickly.

“Where can you go…at this time of night?”

“I’ll stay with a friend all night.”

“Where is it?” demanded Larry.

She stared. “Well… If you must know it’s in Thirty-sixth Street.”

“That’s only a few blocks out of my way,” said Larry, turning downtown.

“You have to get back to your post.”

“Oh, they give you a little leeway when you make an arrest.”

“I don’t want you,” she said clearly.

“I’m coming anyhow,” said Larry doggedly.

She shrugged and started briskly down Lexington Avenue.

They walked in silence for a while. Things were going on furiously within Larry, as was evidenced by his continual swift glances down at her. So desirable and so exasperating! He felt that he could not recover his manhood until in some way he forced her to regard him. Meanwhile she looked undeviatingly ahead.

“I suppose you’re still sore at me for taking you in,” he said at last.

“Not at all,” she answered instantly. “You only did what you had to do.”

“But you think I cut a pretty poor figure in the affair,” he said sorely.

“That never occurred to me,” she said in accents transparently honest.

It made Larry sorer than ever. “Ahh!” he growled.

“Why can’t we be a little friendly?” he presently demanded.

She did not answer, and his anger rose high. “I asked a civil question.”

“I didn’t answer it because I didn’t wish to hurt your feelings,” she said coolly. “Why should we be friends?”

“Ahh! it’s no harm,” he protested, aware of the feebleness of his own words. “A friend is a friend. It’s good to have friends.”

Again no answer.

“I asked you isn’t it good to have friends?” he demanded.

“Certainly. But you force me to remind you that one has a right to choose one’s friends.”

“Oh, excuse me,” said Larry like a boy intolerably hurt.

But he continued to walk along beside her.

In Thirty-sixth Street she stopped before a smallish brown-stone house with a high stoop, one of twenty in a row exactly alike. A little ticket pasted alongside the door suggested that it was let out in furnished rooms.

“This is the house,” she said. “You needn’t wait.”

“How are you going to get in?” asked Larry gruffly. For the outer doors of the vestibule were closed, and no light showed in any window.

She threw back her head and whistled like a boy or a bird, an intricate, rippling call that somehow in that street of ugly darkened houses suggested the open, sunny fields. In spite of his soreness Larry smiled, enchanted.

“Who taught you that call?” he asked involuntarily.

“The meadow-lark,” she said dryly.

She repeated the call. Finally from a window in the top of the house a head stuck out and a gentle voice came floating down.

“Is that you, Phil?”

“Yes,” answered the girl. “Let me in, will you?”

“Surely,” said the voice in undisguised gladness, and the head was quickly withdrawn.

“Please go,” said Phillida to Larry. “I don’t want to have to explain a police escort to my friend.”

To go! To lose touch with her altogether. Larry’s heart went down like a stone. He forgot all his soreness. “All right,” he said, desperately anxious, strangely humble for him, “but…but…are you going to stop here awhile?”

“I don’t know.”

“Is that your real name, Phillida Kenley?”

“Yes.”

He plunged stumblingly on. “I know you don’t think very much of me…you saw me at a disadvantage tonight… I wouldn’t force myself on you… But maybe if I had half a chance I might make good with you… If you’d let me come to see you without my uniform…maybe you’d understand a policeman can be a man too, like other men…”

He was interrupted by—her laughter. She tried to stop it. She bit her lip, but her eyes became liquid with mirth, and she exploded. She put her handkerchief to her mouth, but it still broke out in ungovernable silvery peals. “I’m so sorry…so sorry!” she stuttered breathlessly. “But I can’t help it…! Oh!” She ran up the steps.

With burning cheeks and pounding ears, Larry walked stiffly away.


CHAPTER III

RE-ARREST

No woman had ever laughed at Larry like that. To appreciate the effect it had on him, one must bear in mind that for years he had been accustomed to the homage of the sex. The fact that she had tried to suppress her laughter made it the more devastating; for it suggested that she was really amused, and not just trying to get back at him. No matter how fast he walked he could not escape the horrid sound of it. Through one street and another he went unheeding, blind with rage.

Of course he would not admit to himself that it was he, Larry, she was laughing at. He made believe to ascribe it to the uniform he wore. “…If she has such a contempt for the police she must be a crook all right. That stands to reason… A common thief! I’d never run after such a one. I despise her! I ought to put her behind the bars where she belongs. Oh, God! I’d like to lock her up! That would stop her laughing, I guess…! A crook laughing like that at a decent fellow! The nerve of it! That’s my only offence in her eyes. She despises me because I’m on the square!…”

But these comforting assurances failed altogether to stanch the wound in his vanity.

By and by Larry found himself patrolling his beat again, without any very clear notion of how he got there. Passing the Colebrook in due course, he scowled at it as if he would force the very bricks to yield up the secret of what had taken place within. His mind was busy with schemes of revenge.

“…Maybe I can persuade the English guy to lay a charge against her after all. She turned him down. Very likely he’s sore against her now. I’ll see him in the morning…. As soon as I’m off duty I’ll inquire around the hotel. I ought to be able to turn up some new evidence…. Anyhow I can force that young clerk to testify. The management ought to take up the case. It’s their duty to prosecute hotel thieves to protect their guests.…” And so on. And so on.

But his impatience would not brook the long wait until morning. He went into the hotel. The same young clerk was on duty alone in the lobby, still somewhat scary as a result of his experience. He was the sort of person who runs ahead to agree with everybody. He had previously agreed with Mr. Felix that it would be better not to prosecute the girl, and he now agreed with Larry that the girl ought to be prosecuted. They discussed the case at length. Larry was in that state of mind when anybody’s sympathy is sweet and comforting.

“Maybe she did take something out of Mr. Felix’s room, and threw it away afterwards,” suggested the clerk.

“Couldn’t have been much,” said Larry. “I was watching her every minute.” He pondered upon this possibility. “When I brought her down to the lobby she sat in that chair yonder, as if her knees had given under her…. Maybe she was bluffing…”

The chair was a large padded affair upholstered in tapestry. Larry suddenly went to it and slipped his fingers around the edge of the seat. They came in contact with a small hard object that he drew forth in some excitement—a key!

“Does that look like one of the room keys?” he demanded.

The clerk with gaping eyes nodded.

“If it opens the Englishman’s door,” cried Larry in triumph, “and if I can prove where she got it, I have her!”

* * * *

At the earliest possible hour next morning Larry, now dressed in plain clothes, was back at the Colebrook. He was off duty, therefore his own master for the moment. There was another young clerk behind the desk. Without attempting to take this one into his confidence, Larry asked for Mr. Felix. A disappointment awaited him.

“He just left.”

“What!”

“Paid his bill and left.”

“Where has he gone?”

The clerk shrugged. “When I asked for a forwarding address he said nothing would be coming here for him.”

Ugly new suspicions thrust up their heads in Larry’s breast. “…There is more in this than I thought…! There is something between them. Not a robbery at all. Still, there’s the key!…”

A knife seemed to be thrust in and turned around in his already smarting wound. Oh, the hateful charming creature!

Larry interviewed the manager of the Colebrook, a dapper little man of the world in the Continental style, Mr. Flavelle. Larry explained who he was, and showed the key he had found. Without exactly lying, he contrived to convey the impression that his Captain was backing him in this further investigation. They went up to the third floor and found that the key did indeed fit the lock of the room lately occupied by Mr. Felix. Mr. Flavelle began to be impressed.

At first he declined to prosecute. Nothing had been stolen, the guest was gone, better to let the matter drop. Larry, with an eloquence that surprised himself a little, set out to persuade him. He cunningly intimated that the police were now bound to see the matter through anyway, and it would show up Mr. Flavelle in rather a bad light if he declined to appear against one who had clearly tried to rob a guest of his hotel. Mr. Flavelle hesitated. He finally said he would appear against the girl if Larry could make out a fair case against her.

They took the chief clerk, Mr. Alden, into their discussion. Mr. Alden had a distinct recollection both of Mr. Felix and of Miss Kenley. The former had been in the hotel two days, the young woman but a single day. Mr. Felix had room 309, the young woman room 317. Upon prodding his recollection Mr. Alden brought up a highly significant circumstance. On the day before Miss Kenley had asked for the key of room 309, and he had passed it to her without thinking. A moment or two later she had returned it with apologies, saying that she had mistaken the number of her room. Hers was 317.

“She took an impression of it then!” exclaimed Larry.

“Undoubtedly!” they agreed. Mr. Flavelle began to grow keen in the pursuit.

“Know anything about this fellow Felix?” asked Larry.

They shook their heads. A man of wealth and position unquestionably, but he had volunteered no information about himself. Even the labels had been removed from his luggage. Mr. Flavelle, whose business it was to keep track of people of wealth and position all over the world, had never heard the name Felix as a surname among the eminent.

“An assumed name perhaps,” suggested Larry.

“Very likely.”

“Perhaps there was some previous association between the two,” suggested Mr. Alden. “Maybe it was not just an ordinary attempt at theft.”

This suggestion, which bore out Larry’s secret suspicion, caused him a nasty pang. He would not admit it before the two men. “Anyway, a thief is a thief,” he said doggedly.

“Certainly, a thief is a thief.”

“And if I can find the locksmith who made her the key, we’ll have a complete case against her,” said Larry.

In brief, he did find the locksmith in the neighbourhood of the hotel. This man unhesitatingly acknowledged the key as his handiwork; described Phillida Kenley to the life (“Swell-lookin’ girl with a proud black eye. Looked as if she’d take no nonsense”) and told how she had come to him asking how she and her sister could get a duplicate key to their flat. They couldn’t spare the one key they had, she had explained, because they needed it to go in and out with. The locksmith gave her a piece of wax, and showed her how to take an impression of the key. Later she had returned with the impression, and he made her the key.

Larry took his witnesses to the police station, and a charge was duly laid against the girl. Larry’s chief, Captain Craigin, while somewhat astonished by such zealous activities in a patrolman off duty, was approving of course. After the witnesses had left, he asked curiously:

“What started you off on this, Harker?”

“Everybody was lying last night, sir,” said Larry with a self-conscious virtuous air. “I thought it was up to me to turn up the truth.”

“Hm! yes, of course!” said Captain Craigin, not altogether convinced. “You say you know where the girl is?”

“Yes, sir, unless she has skipped since twelve o’clock last night. That’s hardly likely because she wouldn’t be expecting any further trouble.”

“Very well, go get her.”
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