
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


John Fulghum Mysteries

Vol. VI

E. W. Farnsworth

[image: image]

Zimbell House Publishing

Union Lake



    
        
          John Fulghum Mysteries, Vol. VI

        

        
        
          John Fulghum Mysteries, Volume 6

        

        
        
          E. W. Farnsworth

        

        
          Published by Zimbell House Publishing, 2018.

        

    



  	
  	
			 

			
		
    Dedication

Ev, Rita, & Maggie



    


This book is a work of fiction. Any references to historical events, real people, or real locales are used fictitiously. All characters appearing in this work are the product of the author’s imagination, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead is entirely coincidental.

All rights reserved, including the right of reproduction in whole or in part in any form. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the written permission of the publisher.

For permission requests, write to the publisher:

“Attention: Permissions Coordinator”

Zimbell House Publishing

PO Box 1172

Union Lake, Michigan 48387

mail to: info@zimbellhousepublishing.com

© 2018 E. W. Farnsworth

Published in the United States by Zimbell House Publishing

http://www.ZimbellHousePublishing.com

All Rights Reserved

Print ISBN: 978-1-947210-25-7

.mobi ISBN: 978-1-947210-26-4

Digital ISBN: 978-1-947210-27-1

Library of Congress Control Number: 2018902377

First Edition: March 2018

10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

[image: image]

Zimbell House Publishing

Union Lake



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Acknowledgements

[image: ]




The Horse Lady Murders was first published as an independent story by IndelibleChaos in India. It was awarded the first prize in an international short story competition in 2014. It is republished here by permission graciously granted by the Editorial Staff of Indelible Chaos on March 5, 2016.

A Horse for Christmas was first published as a stand-alone Morsel by IndelibleChaos in India. It is republished herein by permission graciously granted by the Editorial Staff of Indelible Chaos on March 5, 2016.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Preface

[image: ]




This collection of stories about John Fulghum, PI, contains the first two stories I ever wrote about the noir detective, The Horse Lady Murders, and A Horse for Christmas. Both were contracted to be published by IndelibleChaos in India, in 2015, but never appeared online or in print. The former story is the only one written thus far from the first-person point of view.

Two collections of John Fulghum stories, John Fulghum Mysteries, Vol. I and John Fulghum Mysteries, Vol. II were published by Zimbell House Publishing. Some works in each, thanks to Maggie, appeared in ZHP anthologies before they appeared in the two collections.

Three novels with John Fulghum as the hero next appeared from ZHP: Blue Is for Murder, John Fulghum Mysteries Vol. III, The Perfect Teacher, John Fulghum Mysteries Vol. IV, and Finding Harry Diamond, John Fulghum Mysteries, Vol. V.

In addition to the aforementioned starter stories, the current collection draws together four recent tales and the novella, Case of the VP Murder. 

I hope you enjoy!

–E. W. Farnsworth
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The Horse Lady Murders
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Perhaps the beginning was the moneyed, horsey set portrayed in BBC and PBS special programming. It may have been more generally due to the need to have an alternative to lowbrow, commercial television, which was declared a “vast wasteland” in front of Congress. For her, specifically, it may have been a fabric of dreams of an upper-middle-class background that never was. I do not know, and I do not have to care. I investigated the many cases that all traced right back to one familiar source. She was the index case, and I proved that beyond a shadow of a doubt. A jury of her peers thought so too. She now sits on death row for a baker’s dozen coolly executed murders of the first degree, premeditated and planned so well that she may never have been caught. She thought she had discovered the perfect serial crime. She thought she could make me her accomplice. That was where she was wrong, dead wrong.

She arrived at my prestigious office suite above the Joe’s Malt Shop on Second Street at what she said was tea time, precisely three o’clock in the afternoon one Friday in May. She knocked three times softly as if she hoped no one would answer. I was extremely busy reading the racing forms, checking out a tip that the barber’s shoeshine boy had mentioned to another client. That research takes such devoted concentration that you sometimes do not hear the phone ringing, a knock on the door, the sound of junk mail slipping through the slot and hitting the floor, or the screech of gears down on the street. I had no running cases and no prospects. It was going to be a long, dry weekend.

I was at the door, slicking back my hair with both hands, by the time of her third knock. I opened the door on what may not have been a mystic vision of Holy Mary, Mother of God, with all the cherubim and seraphim. As my eyes adjusted to a cold appreciation, I saw the face of utter innocence and wonder. Certainly, her legs were not the longest nor her figure the most compelling or her eyes the most dazzling blue that I had ever seen. Her diaphanous blue dress did a lot with what she had and vice versa. I wanted to see more. I had seen Marilyn Monroe once in a film. This woman was a cut above.

“How do you do? Ahem. I gave my receptionist the day off. That is why I am answering the door myself. Excuse the mess. I gave the maid the week off too. Will you please come in? Take a seat while I raise the shade.”

“You are Mr. John Fulghum, private investigator, I presume?”

“Ma’am, yes, I am, just like it is written on the door here. Actually, you can call me anything you want. Please come in.”

She entered slowly, checking out the details. I saw her nose rise ever so slightly as she turned her head from side to side. I realized I had not watered the snake plant in the corner in the last week or two. I wished I had collected the racing forms into bundles where they now lay like trash spread across the floor back of my desk. I imagined I had emptied my ashtray of the evidence of the sacred incineration of my daily cigarettes. I asked her whether she would like some coffee, or perhaps some tea. She tried a smile and shook her head a little. My legs felt like rubber, so I made my way quickly to my chair behind the desk and gestured that she should take the other chair. We sat there looking at one another. The dust motes rose and fell in the afternoon light. Since I had racing forms to read and a bet to place, I decided to move things along and began to ask her why she had come.

“I suppose you would like to know why I am here?” she asked, as if on cue. “I need the services of a licensed private detective. I phoned a few friends. They all suggested you. So, I am here to hire you—if you are free.”

I did not want to say that I would climb every mountain or ford every sea for free for her, so I simply nodded and swallowed dry. To look businesslike, I managed to fumble a pencil out of my coffee cup and pull a legal pad out of my right desk drawer. The music had become deafening in the room from the moment she decided to cross her legs. They did cross—she was clearly not a mermaid, after all. 

“Why would you need a private detective?” This was the first thing that came to my mind. People like this normally had plenty of protection with plenty of money. People like her did not go into malt shops or seek out private eyes in seedy second-floor, one-window offices measuring ten feet on a side. Not having a ring on her finger may mean that she was between rides. Maybe there is hope for me after all, I thought.

“I think someone is trying to kill me, and I want you to find out who that someone is. I have never hired a private detective before, so I don’t know where to begin. I can afford your rate, whatever that might be. Is that the kind of work you can do for me? Can you find the intended killer?”

“Let’s do this one step at a time. First, tell me why you think someone is trying to kill you?”

“Call it intuition. I do not know why anyone would want to kill me, but twice in the last two weeks I believe that someone narrowly missed killing me, once pushing me in front of a moving bus and another time tripping me as I was entering an escalator.”

“Did you see who did these acts?”

“No. I was busy trying not to be a victim. The perpetrator was like an invisible hand. I do not know the person’s sex, height, weight, features, anything.”

“I will need a statement from you describing each of these events in as much detail as you can provide. You must have thought about why someone would want to kill you.”

“As I mentioned, I have no earthly idea. I live privately. I make no trouble for anyone. I do what I can to be courteous. I would not hurt a fly. I have my apartment. No husband, no children. I have my horses at the stables. I ride. I show. I travel. That is all, really. Oh, what shall I do?”

“Relax for a minute. I may be able to help you, but I do not want to run up bills for you without reason. Let me get a few facts from you now. I suggest that you pay me a retainer of $1,000 and give me a week to gather some information. I will report what I have discovered and listed my hours and expenses next Friday at three o’clock. Then, if I can really do something for you, I will give you my terms. If I cannot do anything for you, you will only be out my rate and expenses. I will return any of the unused retainer to you.”

She thought about this for a full minute while she bit her lower lip. I liked watching her face. She then pulled up her purse, and from it, she took ten one-hundred-dollar bills. She counted them out on the desktop. I watched her nearly fall out of the top of her dress when she bent over. I made a show of counting the bills again for myself, then I wrote her a formal receipt for her money, signed it and gave it to her. The heavy lifting was over for the day.

I was now her hireling, and she was my boss. For that kind of money, I would have been her hound dog. I hoped to get to the barber shop and the bank before they closed. I wrote down her name, address, and phone number. She provided the name of her stable and her groom then the meeting was over. I knew this because the vision of her simply de-materialized. I heard the click of her heels and saw the sashaying of the bottom of her blue dress. She did not turn back laughing. She did not turn back at all. After she was gone, I sat there in the afternoon motes, reconstructing the entire visit. So many things about the meeting were wrong that I ignored important signals.

I managed to make it to Benny’s Bookmakers at the rear end of the barber shop, and I placed one hundred dollars on Neigh Belle to show. I then stopped by the bank to deposit five hundred dollars in cash. By the look in the teller’s eyes, you would have thought I had won the lottery. The newspaper archive and the public library were next on my list to conduct little preliminary research. 

Mona Lee Bakewell had been born on Christmas Day to Nellie Bligh Bakewell, homemaker, and Nigel Bakewell, industrialist and entrepreneur. Both her parents were still living at their family estate. Mona Lee was now twenty-six years old. She was recorded as living at the address she had given me. She was an equestrienne with a long record of showing champion class horses, particularly a mare named Holly Brea. She did not always take the first-place ribbon. She was also the treasurer of the local equestrienne society. 

Mona Lee had an impeccable upper-middle-class social record. A debutante at age seventeen, she had been presented to valley society, such as it was, at the Green Courser Golf and Country Club. She had been engaged to be married on several occasions—formal announcements for four. She never married; therefore, she was still eligible. Lucky for me, or for some other jerk. Whether she wanted to be or not, she was a Siren. I had heard her siren’s call when she crossed her legs. I still heard the call as I replayed that scene repeatedly in the silent studio of my memory. Who would want to kill Mona Lee Bakewell? I can think of a lot of other things I would want to do instead. 

I found the listing for Mona Lee’s stable, The Long Bar Ranch. I found the number for her groom, Stanley Smith. Saturday was a good day to go riding, so I planned to visit The Long Bar Ranch tomorrow. I wanted to meet the man who was the horse lady’s lucky groom. Meanwhile, Friday night would not be lonely after all. My old friend Jack Daniels and I had a date, now that I could afford to be his host.

Riding out in my Saab to a stable in the countryside early Saturday morning would have been fine if my hangover had not lingered with a vengeance. The Long Bar Ranch was upper-middle-class heaven, with dozens of svelte and earnest young ladies in jodhpurs with riding crops. It seemed very British in that everyone rode English saddle. Here they were riding steeple; there they were jumping; far out they were riding at a canter across a greensward. You would have thought by my reception that I had come in the wrong entrance. Surely, there was not a service entrance? Eventually, I found near the stable the man I was looking for—Stanley Smith, a surly, congenitally unhappy man of thirty-something looking every bit the groom from the films. I had to remind myself that class consciousness and prejudice are helpmeets.

“So, let me get this right. You are interested in seeing Miss Bakewell’s Holly Brea in her stable? Well, come with me. A fine horse, she is. I curry her daily and give her exercise. She is due to ride this afternoon at two o’clock if you want to meet Miss Bakewell. This here is Holly Brea, all fifteen and a half hands of her. Let me take her out and turn her around so that you can see her. Gentle now. That’s got it.”

“Stanley, is it? Stanley, is Holly Brea Miss Bakewell’s only horse?”

“No, sir, she is not. Miss Bakewell has two others, but they have not shown for around two years. They are boarded at Pleasure Dome Stables across town. It is really a small farm with a barn. I look in on them from time to time. If you want to see them, I can arrange that.” Stanley hesitated as if I should give him a cue. 

“So, what would make the introduction worthwhile to you?” I asked.

“For twenty-five dollars, I will show you both her other horses. You let me know when you would like to see them. If our schedules allow, we’ll do it. Just call the stable and leave a message for me with your number and the times.”

I looked over Holly Brea. I am no expert at show horses, but I saw this mare’s potential. She was a winner if she were ridden with the right panache. It was not only Holly Brea that won; the winner was Mona Lee Bakewell astride Holly Brea. When I had spent a few minutes saying the right things, I thanked Stanley for his kindness, gave him ten dollars, and said I would be in touch.

I spent another hour looking the place over. I visited the tack shop. I looked over the bulletin boards. I reviewed the schedule of events and prices with one of the customer reps. I talked with the staff. I discovered that Miss Bakewell was one of the leading lights of the ranch. She had been treasurer of the equestrienne society for almost eight years. I learned that her stabling fees amounted to a small fortune every month. That did not include travel, insurance and board away for championship events. Miss Bakewell’s expenses totaled almost six figures a year. Income from the horses would have been nil. A very expensive horsey lady was Miss Bakewell. I was beginning to see why she had not landed a suitable mate. 

One factor I always check on in these cases is friendship. Who were Mona Lee’s friends? No one could be specific. She was an officer of the equestrienne society and therefore known to everyone. Did she have a special male or female friend? No one could say. Yes, she had been betrothed. Her intended had visited the stables with her. Some had ridden with her. In two cases, her fiancés had met with permanent bad luck right here on these grounds as they had died. I decided to talk with Mrs. Peachblossom, the president of the equestrienne society, who happened to be at the stables that morning. From the rear, in her riding clothes, I thought she would look swell in short shorts with her upper parts fumbling out over her waist in the bespoke muffin top look.

“I am sorry to bother you, Mrs. Peachblossom, but I want to talk with you about Miss Mona Lee Bakewell. Have you a minute?”

“If you are a member of the press, we have rules that simply must be followed.” 

I had never heard a woman bray before. I was taken aback by her tone. When I examined her physiognomy, I saw the definite marks of the horse in her face, her horsey bulk and the way she ambled up to shake my hand with her left hand held limp, mimicking a hoof in dressage.

“No, ma’am, I am not a member of the press. I represent a party who is interested in buying one of Miss Bakewell’s horses. I am checking on her background for my employer.” In the face of such officiousness as she exhibited, lying comes easy on the first introduction. My third-grade teacher had arms just as flabby and livid as hers were. I am sure Mrs. Jones had never ridden a horse in her life. As for Mrs. Peachblossom, she was immensely full of herself and in no need of external reinforcement. She was immune to flattery of any kind. She would have viewed flattery for something worse, like open satire.

“Well, as you may know, Miss Bakewell is our society’s treasurer. She does impeccable work, simply impeccable. She is beyond reproach in every respect. She is a fine member of the society and the stable. She is from an upstanding family with a long history in the valley. She has my highest recommendation. Do you need to know more?” Mrs. Peachblossom was implying that, now that she had given me pablum, she was ready now to move on to other more important things. She was growing impatient. I hazarded a guess that she would soon become the naysayer I had profiled her to be.

“Has Miss Bakewell ever been married? Is she now betrothed? I have today learned that she was engaged at least once.”

“Poor dear Miss Bakewell was engaged at least four times that I know of. Two of her intended died horribly just before the weddings. That is bad luck, but it has little to do with her integrity. I am sure that you agree. As to her being engaged at this moment, I have no idea. You would have to ask her. She will be here this afternoon. I suggest that you arrange to be here also. What did you say your name was?” She gave me that special look from which I inferred that Mrs. Peachblossom would be calling the authorities if I chose to hang around any longer. I got her message—you are not one of our kind. Right she was about that, but I am sure she would not appreciate the irony.

My Saab was right where I left it. It had a flat left rear tire. A screw had been carefully driven into the side area of the tire where a patch would not hold. The tire could never have collapsed from that screw alone since I had left it. I noticed that the tire’s valve was missing. It took me a few minutes to change the spare for the useless flat. I resolved that I would buy a new spare and charge it to my client. I also resolved to begin watching my back.

I dropped my flat at the garage that usually does my repairs. Jimmy, the mechanic, saw right away that I had been sabotaged. He shrugged as if to say, that comes with the territory of a gumshoe. I purchased a new spare and inserted it into the forward compartment. I then drove to the city newspaper offices where I have a special friend in Editorial. Before lunch, I managed to spend an hour at the newspaper archives where I discovered the four engagement announcements and corresponding stories about the deaths of the four gentlemen who had been betrothed to Mona Lee Bakewell. Two had experienced fatal horseback riding accidents. The other two had died in freak automobile accidents. Each of the men had died within one week of his scheduled wedding date. It often takes me a long time for me to discern a pattern. Actually, I try not to look for patterns before I have an awful lot of evidence. In this case, though, my hackles began to rise. What were the odds? It seemed as if being engaged to a goddess had consequences.

I did not hesitate to phone the Bakewell residence to ask for an interview with Mr. and Mrs. Bakewell as soon as possible. Mona Lee’s younger sister Cara Sue took my call, laughed out loud and turned me over to her father. Mr. Bakewell said in a gruff, official voice that I could come over around three o’clock. He and his wife would be happy to have me for tea. I asked whether he served high or low tea, but he must have misunderstood me. He repeated that I should come around at three for tea.

I made a couple of phone calls while I waited. First, I called Pleasure Dome Stables to verify that Mona Lee’s other two horses were stabled there and that Stanley Smith was their groom. I left a message for Stanley that I could meet him there Sunday morning at ten o’clock. Second, I called the social editor of the newspaper, Sylvia Blackwood, who was an old friend—solid as a rock and no-nonsense. I could never understand why she took her job or kept it. Sometimes I could not understand why we had not become a couple. Why do oil and water not mix?

I asked Sylvia, “Do you know Mona Lee Bakewell?”

She smiled and dished out plenty without my prompting her. “Mona Lee is one of the most eligible women in town. From the time she came out when she was seventeen, she has had men lining up by the score to marry her. The four engagements in the papers are the tip of a large iceberg. Rumor has it that Mona Lee had been engaged no fewer than thirteen times. Do you want the names of her suitors?” 

I did and wrote them down fast since Sylvia delivered them rapid-fire from her capacious memory. 

“Why hasn’t Mona Lee married with such a flurry of activity to rush her to the altar?” 

Sylvia reflected on this for a minute and posited, “Every time Mona Lee and a man got serious, bad luck intervened. I think Mona Lee has been living under a curse.” 

When I told her that Mona Lee’s four announced grooms had all died of accidents within a week of the wedding, she simply said, “Like that.” 

“Do you think anyone might know Mona Lee—a special friend, perhaps?” 

Sylvia again hesitated then stated, “Gladys Hastings was Mona Lee’s best friend in high school. Gladys married William Blunt, so her name is Gladys Blunt now.” 

I thanked Sylvia and promised her lunch someday when she was free. 

She laughed, which made my day, and said, “Fat chance! Are you still hanging out above the malt shop?”

I looked up William and Gladys Blunt’s address and number to place a call. Gladys said that she would be happy to talk about Mona Lee. She said that she hoped things would work out for Mona one day. She had more bad luck than most folks have in a lifetime already. I made an appointment to visit the next afternoon at three o’clock. 

Talk about patterns—tea time was getting to be a regular occurrence in my life. I might have to get my name into the social register again. It is so bothersome to be invited out to events where everyone studiously avoids talking about anything substantial. My definition of high tea was males and females pretending to gentility when they are all trying to get laid by someone other than their spouses. That might be fun for a while, but it grows old fast. The risk of contracting social diseases is far greater than the odds of getting sexual satisfaction. At one time, Sylvia had agreed with me. That was before my life took a serious turn and I gave up frivolity forever.

I arrived at the Bakemore residence at five minutes before three. My powder blue Saab looked like a blue wart in front of the magnificent orders on the porch and immaculate dark green shrubbery around the circular drive. Mr. Bakemore met me at the door and escorted me briskly to an enclosed indoor garden where Mrs. Bakemore sat primly while a uniformed maid stood ready to serve us high tea. The Bakemores were not fully dressed for the occasion, but I was not dressed at all for tea. I frankly did not care. From his attitude, Mr. Bakemore wanted me to get straight to the point.

“Sir, your daughter Mona Lee came to my office on Friday afternoon to contract my services as a private investigator. I told her that I would do some investigating before I agreed to provide my services. I cannot divulge the specific purpose of her inquiry on the basis of client privilege. I do want to get some background from you so that I understand the context I am to deal with. Do you mind my asking you a few questions about your daughter? I promise I won’t be long.”

“Mr. Fulghum, I can guess why Mona Lee would wish to hire a detective. Mrs. Bakewell and I have urged her to do so on many occasions. She is of age. She knows what she is doing although some things are going on in Mona Lee’s life that bears looking into. We have talked. Mona Lee is confused, but she cannot go to the places or see the people she would need to see to discover the truth. I hope you can do that. I will help you both in any way that I can.”

“Mr. Bakemore, the three fundamental things about your daughter’s background are her equestrienne activities, her lifestyle requirements and the strange fates of her former suitors.”

“Mr. Fulghum,” interjected Mrs. Bakemore, “Mona Lee has always been beautiful and admired. Her father and I have indulged her every whim. We have made no objections about any of her choices as a husband. Mona Lee is, however, independent and high spirited. She wanted to go off on her own. Her hobby as an equestrienne has given her access to the right level of society to gain a husband of the appropriate stature for someone of her birth and upbringing.”

“Mrs. Bakemore, I assure you that I understand you. When you say that your daughter is independent, do you mean that she is financially independent of you and your husband?”

“Mr. Fulghum, I can assure you that since Mona Lee was eighteen years old, she never accepted a single penny from either her mother or me. She is an entrepreneur and a marvel.”

“Mr. Bakemore, I understand that you are an entrepreneur. Is it robotics that you have pioneered?”

“Mr. Fulghum, I have dabbled in many disciplines and have numerous inventions. Yes, I also have pioneered robotics.”

“Mr. and Mrs. Bakemore, it has surely occurred to you that your daughter’s lifestyle has financial requirements that far outreach an ordinary income. Yet I can find no evidence of her having a source of income to match her expenditures.”

“Mr. Fulghum, you should know that before she decided to become independent—let me rephrase that—decided no longer to be dependent on us, Mona Lee received gifts from us that would have made her independent at any time that she chose. She used those gifts to provide herself with an income. I am proud of what she has done.”

“Mr. Bakemore, how do you explain the strange fates of the men who were affianced to her?”

“Mr. Fulghum,” Mrs. Bakemore replied, “Mona Lee seems to have had bad luck beyond the norm. As soon as she is on course to be married, something awful happens to her suitor. We do not know why this is so.” Mrs. Bakemore’s lip quivered, and her eyes teared up. She used a handkerchief that she drew from her sleeve. “Ellen, please pour more tea for everyone. And will you also please pass the canapés?”

Mr. Fulghum,” rejoined Mr. Blakemore, “Mona Lee and her sister, with whom you spoke on the phone briefly, are our legacy to the world. We would like to see our daughters happily married before we pass. We have created trusts whose proceeds will flow to our daughters in equal amounts. What they do with the funds is, of course, their business.”

“Mr. Bakemore, if you please, has any of the suitors for your daughter’s hand met with your and Mrs. Bakemore’s approval?”

“Mr. Fulghum, I do not think a man alive is worthy of my daughter.”

“Nigel, you are too severe a judge. Mr. Fulghum, my daughter has good judgment. She will find her proper mate someday.”

“Mrs. Bakemore, have any of the suitors for your daughter’s hand met with your approval?”

“Mr. Fulghum, I do not think I would approve of anyone but the image of my husband. No, not a single suitor has had that special something that she must require. Still, the choice is hers alone. I will not stand between her and her loves.”

“Mr. and Mrs. Bakemore,” I said while standing to depart, “Thank you for tea and this conversation. If you would not mind, I need to leave right now.” I shook their hands, gave each my card and wished them well. Mr. Bakemore escorted me to the door. When the door closed behind me, I felt a sense of profound relief. I wondered whether Mona Lee had felt that sensation when she made her final escape. Or had she escaped—really?

I was just climbing into my Saab when a woman of about seventeen ran up to the passenger side of my car, pulled the door open, and slid in beside me. She was wearing a Yale sweatshirt, cut-off jeans, and Adidas. She said, “Just drive. My name is Cora Sue. We spoke on the phone. I am not aiming to seduce you or anything. I am not going to claim that you kidnapped me. If you want to know about my sister, do as I say quickly, before they find me missing.”

I did what she told me to do. I drove out of the driveway and then drove aimlessly while Cora Sue talked nonstop. 

Cora Sue was like many brilliant, beautiful and deranged debutantes I have known. She was lively, she was lovely, and she was lonely. She could be impertinent and wise, by turns. She had a catalog of impressions and expressions that she could turn on and off with her mood, which was perpetually changing. Think Lillian Gish in Technicolor. She clearly adored or hated her big sister. She was frightened of, by and for her sister, but she was also scornfully satirical of her. 

She said, “I’m intrigued about having to follow in my big sister’s footsteps. I’d not want to be associating with scumbags like Stanley the groom, whom I despise as low and vile. Don’t get me wrong. My sister has never slept with a man in her life. I know just how my sister made all her money, but I would never, ever tell. Do you think of yourself as my sister’s lover? One look at you and I understand why Mona Lee would seek you out. None of the men Mona Lee has met would ever measure up to my expectations, much less our parents’ expectations.” 

Cora Sue laughed and cried at the same time as she continued, “I could never break out of the patterns my parents have set for me to follow. I’m a happy slave, so far. How would you feel about taking me out for a milkshake?”

When I raised my eyebrow, she shook her head and said, “No? Then you should take me home, right now.”

I drove her home again. When we arrived in the circular drive, Cora Sue bolted from the Saab. She ran around to the right side of the Bakemore residence. She looked back once. I thought of Shakespeare’s Ophelia in her madness as she vanished through a tangle of ivy that must have hidden a door or window.

I figured that the afternoon had not been wasted. I now knew Mona Lee’s context better than I had anticipated I could do in such a short time. Instead of letting the knowledge grow cold, I went back to the newspaper archives. I researched the new male names I had received from Sylvia. As I had suspected, the earlier pattern was validated. All thirteen of Mona Lee’s known suitors had died. I tried to establish supporting evidence to flesh out my finding. 

The men had all been from upper-middle-class homes. They all had typical futures according to the norms of that class. The men were uniformly handsome. Some were athletic. None had been exceptionally bright or even promising. None had been wealthy to the extent that Mona Lee was already. Around half of the men had been interested in horses. Six had died in accidents while riding. Five others had died in automobile accidents. Two had died suddenly after falling from tall buildings. In no case was Mona Lee named as accompanying any of the males at the time of his death.

I sat in the library archives until late at night. Out of curiosity, I researched Stanley Smith. Smith was another kind of animal than the suitors. He was born on the other side of the tracks. His parents had both died early. He was thirty-three years old. He had no siblings. His police record, as recorded in the newspaper, was violent with one case of assault with a deadly weapon and two cases of simple assault. Stanley had gravitated to his profession of groom within the last ten years.

I compiled my notes and annotated them then locked the archives on my way out. I drove home to my apartment. As a precaution, I wrapped my notes in a tote bag and suspended it down my laundry chute on a doubled string. I fell asleep exhausted without an inkling of trouble to keep me awake.

***
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I DID NOT HEAR MY DOOR open, yet I awakened the next morning on the floor with a lump on my head, drenched in my own sweat. I had been chloroformed, and my apartment had been tossed. I ran to the laundry chute to discover that my notes were still hanging there suspended. I pulled on my pants, a shirt, and my shoes. I went down to check my Saab. The car’s rear left tire was now flat courtesy of a screw had been driven through the side of the tire. Since it was Sunday morning, I would have to wait to have the tire replaced until tomorrow. I did swap the flat with my new spare, so I was mobile. I went back to my room, ate and went over my notes one more time. I then drove to the Pleasure Dome Stables where Mona Lee’s other two horses were stabled.

A greater contrast than that between the upper-crust, equestrienne establishment I had visited yesterday and this two-horse failed farm could not be imagined. No one was present on the seedy, unkempt grounds, in the main building or in the barn. There were two filthy stalls in the barn. The two horses had seen better days, I hoped. They needed a good currying. They needed exercise. They needed good hay and, perhaps, a bag of oats. The mildewed, damp and dripping barn needed mending and airing. This was a disgrace. I felt that if anyone saw this stable and understood that Stanley Smith was the groom in charge, he would do his best to have Smith replaced immediately. This farm should probably be condemned. The two horses should have good owners.

I heard a car enter the main area. A car door slammed when I heard Stanley’s voice calling out to me by my name. I went out of the barn to see what he had to say.

“I thought it might be you. Your Saab gave you away.”

“Are you the groom who is responsible for what I just saw inside the barn?”

“I am. What of it?”

“It is a disgrace that I cannot condone or ignore.”

“I am only a groom. I do what I am told to do. I do what I am paid to do. What you see is what I have been told to do. I have been paid almost nothing. You see a reflection of Miss Equestrienne. This is all her daddy’s money could afford for her. So, I ask you again, what of it? And what is it to you, anyway?”

“I am going to get in my Saab and drive out of here. I have nothing more to see. Nothing you can tell me will give me a better impression than the one I have just received.”

“Judge not, Mr. Fulghum. Your office is like this stable. When I think about Miss Equestrienne walking into that sty, I feel right at home here on this farm among those horses. What could you possibly have that she would want?” Stanley had a point, I must admit.

“Stanley, I am not judging you. Others will do that. I came here to see what I have seen. I have no further business here.”

“John Fulghum, you and I do have further business. It may not occur today, but our time of reckoning is coming. Cora Sue told me that you visited her parents yesterday. You asked all about her sister while she rode around with you in your Saab. She told me every word that she told you while she was writhing in ecstasy between the sheets with me. Don’t think that we were sleeping in that old house over there. We went to a motel. She rented the room; she always rents the room. She always brings whatever she wants. You don’t even want to ask what happened last night in that motel room. You know what happened.”

“Stanley, I did not hear what you just told me. I do not care what you have going with Cora Sue or Mona Lee, or their whole family.”

“Mr. Fulghum, you will care. And things will get even rougher for you than what you got last night. How is your goose egg? How is the left rear tire holding up your Saab, anyway? I was not the man who clubbed your head or spiked your tire. I was not the man who tumbled your apartment. I am just the groom. I see things. I do what I am told.” Stanley got a wild glint in his eye. He was more than half crazy, in that, he was a match for Cora Sue. I thought Stanley might do anything. I did not know what would trigger his violence.

“Stanley, let’s call today a draw. I will depart this place. You will depart also. We shall meet again later.”

“That’s fine with me. Now Jack be nimble. Jack be quick. Jack jump into your Saab and scram.”

I had no trouble following Stanley’s instructions. I was sweating as I hit the main road out and my hands gripped the steering wheel like two vices. Through my rearview mirror, I could see Stanley in that yard outside the dilapidated barn, his long arms hanging ape-like by his sides. I fancied that he was laughing at me. I wondered whether he had done anything to my Saab while I was in the barn. I would know soon enough if he had.

I played with my notes in the newspaper archive room until it was time to make my scheduled tea with Sylvia. As I said, she and I go way back. We were schoolmates, but not mates in the sexual sense. She and I had what we called the common-sense gene. We could not help ourselves. We were natural sleuths. We got under people’s skins. We ferreted out truths and facts. We were soul mates in the platonic sense. I found myself shaking my head in recognition of a kindred spirit whenever we met. We did not often meet since a little of each of us goes a long way. She appeared at her apartment door in a man’s white shirt and cut-off jeans; her brown hair caught up in a chignon. She looked as if she had just crawled out of bed. She looked as if she might just crawl right back into bed except that she held a large cup of hot coffee in her left hand.

“Here’s to you, John. You look like hell. What have you gotten yourself into now?”

“Well, Sylvia, dear Dragon Lady, I have gotten myself into a bad patch of upper-crust equestrienne compost. I need to have you help sort it out with me. For old times’ sake.”

“You know, John, I could never say no to you. Of course, you never asked anything of me that I was not willing to give you. So, come right in. You are in time for tea. Want some coffee, which is ready, or some tea, which is not?” I smiled, and she drew me a cup of hot coffee just like hers. 

“Cream and two sugars, right?”

“Perfect, Sylvia. If you do not mind, I have a lot of stuff to dump on you. Most of it is fact building on some things you told me. The rest is from interviews I had yesterday and this morning.”

“Sit down before you fall down, John. Sit right at the dining room table, there. Spread out your notes and start wherever you please. I am all ears.”

I told Sylvia everything I had discovered about the love lives of Mona Lee. I went through all thirteen of the known relationships and each of their dramatic ends. I then told her about my interviews with Mr. and Mrs. Bakemore and their nubile daughter Cora Sue. I even told her about my run-in with Stanley Smith, the lady’s groom, who said he had slept with Cora Sue. Sylvia waited patiently until I had gone through everything I had. I knew her mind had recorded every detail. She could have repeated what I said verbatim. Right now, she was nodding while her lips were in a thin line indicating disapproval. Her eyes were saying that she was afraid of what I had gotten myself into this time.

“Oh, to live at the height of society! Is this what we are missing, we two? Well, good riddance, I say. How’s your head? Let me get you a cold compress. No, I will do this. You sit there and listen to what I have to say while I get it for you. You are not the first to develop a theory about the pattern of Mona Lee’s relationships. In fact, you are the third that I know of. The other two were police detectives from homicide. They both dropped the case like a hot potato. One transferred out and now works in LA. The other left the force and took up farming. You are the first private dick to enter the fray. You are getting some of what your predecessors got. The district attorney tried to get something going with each former attempt to get inside this mess. He was frustrated by what he called patronage. I took that to mean that money bought off the police.” 

“I find it interesting that Cora Sue said Mona Lee is still a virgin. I am imagining a woman who likes having horseflesh between her thighs without ever having a man between them. This is happening during the prime of her life!” 

“I find Cora Sue’s dalliance with Stanley Smith more compelling except for the source of the report. Who would believe Stanley Smith about anything important?”

“Well, I have a meeting with Gladys this afternoon at three o’clock. You told me that she’s the person closest to Mona Lee, and she seemed to be concerned about her friend when I called her yesterday to make the appointment. Can you think of any angle about Mona Lee that I have not covered in my notes? Thank you, by the way, for the cold compress. I am feeling better already.”

“I don’t suppose that you can tell me about the nature of the business you have with Mona Lee. Client privilege? Well, that’s all right. I would guess that Mona Lee is looking for help because there is something in her life that she cannot control. Perhaps she is being blackmailed. Perhaps someone is trying to kill her. Perhaps someone is trying to pick up where the two police officers each left off. Anyway, she is scared. She thinks you can help her. I do also. I am worried that Stanley Smith or the other unnamed thug will cause you harm if you continue. Do you absolutely have to take the horse lady’s case?”

“Sylvia, I have until next Friday at three o’clock to make my decision. I am under contract for the next five days. At the end of that time, I will either take another contract or not. I am not sure I can do much for Mona Lee, but I am obligated to try. Let me ask you another question before I leave. What do people say, if anything, about the Bakemore family?”

“John, the Bakemores are extremely private people. They protect themselves with money and lawyers and whatnot else. He is an industrialist known to be a shrewd businessman, a good Rotarian, a ruthless protector of his family’s reputation. His wife is a controller personality like most in her class. She is protective of her husband and her daughters. The daughters both have a wild streak, which their father admires and their mother fears. They have from time to time gotten in over their heads. To date, they have managed their problems without reaching beyond official channels.”

“You mentioned blackmail. Is there anything in the mix of circumstances that would look like blackmail material to you? Mona has not explicitly mentioned that she is being blackmailed.”

“If she’s not being blackmailed, perhaps someone else in her family is. I do not know. At their level, jealousy, envy, and spite are pretty much general vices. The past is something they create out of whole cloth as they need to. Everything is woven out of myths and suppositions. They are easy touches for evil people who know their weaknesses.”

“I have to go now. I want to give you something for your help yesterday and today. Sylvia, will you accept money from me? A hundred dollars? I can afford it—for once.”

“Don’t be a fool. You know we are many things together, but money has never been our concern, no matter how broke we’ve been.”

“Sylvia, you are one of a kind, and I love you for it.”

“Whoa, let’s not go overboard. You cut to the chase. I will help as I can. If a news girl can help a gumshoe bring something to light, we could have a little truth between us.”

“I really have to go.”

“Be safe, John. They are really out to get you this time.”

I drove to meet Gladys wondering whether I was the greatest louse in the world for not falling to my knees and proposing to Sylvia. She would only have laughed her head off and fallen to her knees to beg me not to be so silly. We have been through all this before a dozen times. Anyway, Gladys seemed to be the last best chance to get a vantage on Mona Lee’s situation.

***
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“GOOD AFTERNOON GLADYS, I am John Fulghum.”

“Come in, Mr. Fulghum. I am so worried about Mona Lee, I’m glad you came. Golly, it has been almost two years since she and I stopped speaking. Sit down. Would you like something to eat with your tea? Or would you like coffee? Coffee it is for both of us then.”

“Can you please just let me know about Mona Lee from your perspective? I would be interested in anything you recall. I mean anything.”

That is the way we began. Gladys went into a soliloquy that lasted three hours—until her husband’s dinner time intruded and the two wished me goodnight before they drove off to their favorite restaurant together. I subsequently returned to my apartment to piece myself and my story back together in a setting that was still a chaos of dislocation. I was now full of names, dates, memories, rumors and two women’s innermost dreams about themselves. I felt that Gladys had gotten me closer to Mona Lee than anyone else I would ever find—unless Mona Lee herself decided to open up in the same way that Gladys had.

Gladys told me one thing that stands out above the rest—Mona Lee had told Gladys at the time of their rupture that she no longer felt as if she were alive. She was, she said, among the walking dead. She had horrible secrets that would one day shame her whole family. She would not confess to Gladys what she meant, and Gladys had pressed her to the break-up point. They had shouted and even threatened to come to blows. Gladys was out of Mona Lee’s sphere for good now. Mona Lee had not accepted a phone call or answered a letter or message for fully two years. It was over between them. 

Another thing that bothered me about what Gladys said was that Mona Lee felt that she could never fall in love. She said that she had never loved any of her suitors. They had all been conveniences. She even said that it was just as well that they had all died. Mona Lee had hardened to her curse and grown more cynical about the whole idea of marriage as she went through the throng of good men who thought they did love her. Gladys said that the men who pursued Mona Lee were not all fortune hunters and gold diggers as Mona Lee had presumed. Mona Lee did not know how to recognize love anyway. She was a cold person about relationships. She demanded, for example, that every engagement would be preceded by a prenuptial agreement with condign terms. Mona Lee said that her father’s lawyers were very good at drafting prenups. In fact, they were the best. They knew how to play the money games to perfection.

I drilled down on this point since it offered me a new perspective. What could the money have to do with the equation when all her young men had no fortunes of their own and when Mona Lee had no fortune that would be available to her until after both her father’s and her mother’s deaths? Gladys said that everything that Mona Lee did stemmed from the prenups. Mona Lee had become obsessed with them. The agreements were comprehensive, covering everything from future earnings and pensions to life plus disability insurance and government benefits. One prospective suitor had admitted to Gladys that signing his agreement was the most difficult decision he had ever made.

I asked Gladys whether she knew the contents of any of the prenups herself. She said that she did not have a copy, but Mona Lee had shown her one draft. It had scared her witless. She asked Mona Lee how she could possibly ask a future husband to sign such an agreement. That had started the rift that ended their friendship, which stemmed from junior high school. I pressed Gladys about the terms that she found most objectionable, and I remember what she said, word for word.

“Would you sign a document that required you—before you were married—to take out a life insurance policy for $1 million with accidental death provision for an additional $3 million payable to your prospective spouse whether the marriage should be consummated or not?”

That was the statement that turned on a new and sinister light in my mind. I asked Gladys whether the same insurance clause had been part of every prenuptial agreement that Mona Lee’s suitors had signed. She said that she supposed it had been. I did some quick math and figured that at thirteen policies payable to Mona Lee, she would have received between $13 million and $52 million since the time she was eighteen years old. Her bad luck with men would have become good financial luck after all. The siren would, I thought, lure young men to their deaths, which would be richly to her advantage. The only disadvantage would be a consummated marriage. Mona Lee, the virgin queen, would maintain her throne through blood. Like Elizabeth I of England, she could never marry because she would lose everything in a single act.

I turned this idea over in my mind. What would guarantee that each fiancé would die before the marriage day? The answer was appalling—a series of murders. Who would be in a position to orchestrate those murders? That was the burning question. Gladys never voiced these suspicions, but I knew that something gnawed at her heart. She was afraid for her friend. She was horrified at what she had surmised.

I now knew that I was in extreme danger from what I had learned. Who would Gladys call after I left? Could Gladys’ husband be in the know? How much of what I had learned was known to Mona Lee’s father and mother? Surely her father and his lawyers knew the terms of the prenups! But did her mother know? And what about Cora Sue? Could it be that the whole family knew the truth? Were they in this together?

I did not sleep well that Sunday night. I had visions of Stanley Smith as the family’s executioner or blackmailer. I saw a long line of suitors marching towards a throne of blood. At last, I asked the burning question I was trying to suppress—why had Mona Lee come to me to receive the knowledge that I now had? 

In the middle of the night, I telephoned Sylvia to let her know that I had learned horrible things. Sylvia did not answer though I let her phone ring thirty times. I rang again, with the same result. On the third attempt, I was given the message that the number that I dialed had been disconnected. In a cold sweat, I threw on clothes, dashed to my Saab and raced to Sylvia’s apartment. I knocked. I knocked again. I was prepared to break through the door when the latch slid open. There Sylvia stood in her nightgown. I know that she knew my joy in seeing her. I took her in my arms and hugged her, kissing her face all over. I looked into her eyes, and I had so much to say, I stood speechless. 

She understood me. She did not have to say a word. She pulled me into her apartment, closed the door and latched it. Then she went to the kitchen to set some water on the stove. When Silvia returned, she mumbled that it served us right. She sat me at her table. She asked me to calm down and said everything would be all right. When the coffee was ready, she asked me to begin at the beginning. In a slow and steady stream, I told her exactly what Gladys had told me. I then told her what I had deduced from what Gladys had said.

When I had finished, I looked Sylvia right in the eye. I told her that now we both were in danger. She raised her finger to my lips to silence me. We had so much to say to each other, there was no more that language could do. On Monday morning, we awakened from a frantic night of close connections only to realize that we had five more days to plan.

On Monday morning, I called the district attorney and told him that I wanted to meet with two former police officers from homicide, and I needed our discussions to be recorded as depositions by a court recorder. He suggested we meet for lunch at noon in his building. At lunch, I explained that I was involved in a case that may have broad implications for two former cases that he had run involving Mona Lee Bakewell. The DA had not lost interest in them and said he would do whatever was possible to reopen the cases. When I brought up the patronage that had closed the assignment on two prior occasions, the DA stated that we would keep our actions private until we had a complete argument to lay before a judge.

The DA subpoenaed the two former homicide detectives, and together we interviewed them in front of a court recorder on Tuesday and Wednesday. Both officers signed their depositions. I then asked that my own investigations be made part of the record. I deposed accordingly and signed my deposition also. The DA now had everything that had been investigated as of Wednesday evening. We had two more days before I was to meet my client. As a precaution, I asked the DA to put both Sylvia and me under police protection. We were sequestered in a hotel in another town while the DA and I discussed our options. We could go for a jury trial, or we could go the grand jury route. I pointed out that we had no concrete evidentiary basis for going to a jury trial and the DA agreed. Unless we could break through the layers of secrecy to make one of the thirteen prospective murder cases workable, we were stuck with conjectures.

I decided to take a meeting that I had planned. I called Stanley Smith and reminded him that we had unfinished business to discuss. He agreed to meet at the little farm at ten o’clock the next morning. I arranged to wear a wire. The DA arranged for police surveillance and protection for the meeting. Stanley Smith showed up as planned, but he had brought Cora Sue with him. They were clearly a couple. I did not have to say a word. They started right in, hurling abuse at Mona Lee and at me. They could not help themselves. They bragged that they knew everything about Mona Lee’s entrepreneurial plan. They told how they had colluded to blackmail both the parents and the daughter. They said they would blow everything if they were not paid $10 million immediately and $1 million each for life after that. So, I thought, it was blackmail and murder. But though we now knew about the blackmail operation, what about the murders?

When the police closed in, Stanley and Cora Sue knew that their game had ended. Stanley asked for his lawyer, Cora Sue stated that she was a minor. She wanted her father to be informed. In the flurry of depositions taken later that day and signed, the blackmail issues were clear. The DA felt that he had enough to charge both Stanley and Cora Sue for blackmail. He also felt that the murder issue was left unsettled. That brought us to Friday. I asked the DA if I could use the tapes that we had made of Stanley and Cora Sue in my meeting with Mona Lee. He said that such use would be highly unusual, but under the circumstances and with the permission of the judge, he might get approval. At two o’clock, the judge gave his approval. 

At three o’clock, I sat in my small office above the malt shop. The equestrienne Venus knocked promptly on the hour. She looked every bit the goddess that she was. She was even smiling. She said, simply, “Thank you.”
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A Horse for Christmas
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Ileana loved horses from the time she was three years old. She would become uncontrollably excited at the sight of a horse or a pony in an enclosure at the side of the road. She wanted to ride horses on the circus carousel or the coin-fed pony rides in the mall. She would beg and plead to go riding. Sometimes she talked about running away from home to join the circus where horses could be found aplenty. She called all the stables in the area asking whether they had a position as a stable hand, exerciser, or groom available. Her mother, who had also loved horses as a girl, saw in Ileana a reflection of herself. She knew that the only remedy for horse fever was to own a horse. Ileana’s father saw horses in terms of expenses and responsibility. When he tried to explain what it would cost to own a horse, Ileana would fly into a tantrum and retreat to her room in tears.

Ileana’s room was a shrine to horses. She had an entire wall of photos of famous horses. Her bookcase featured an entire shelf of horse stories. On the next shelf down was her collection of horse movies. She owned books that discussed the care and feeding of horses, diseases of horses, stable management, dressage, steeplechasing, riding to the hounds, and famous equestriennes. She had horseback riding clothes in her closet, and scattered around her room were jodhpurs, western spurs, riding crops, boots, along with both eastern and western saddles. She read and re-read a collection of her mother’s letters about horses. She also kept boxes of Kleenex for her regular crying episodes when she yearned so much for a horse of her own that she could not keep herself from crying for hours.

Ileana had such a benison of horse paraphernalia because everyone in her family knew of her love for horses, and horsey gifts of all kinds. Uncle Horace enjoyed stoking the fires of her desire for a horse. He was always sending her postcards of horses and calendars with horse pictures. He once sent her a poster about the Chinese Year of the Horse. He also sent her his original stories about cowboys and, especially, cowgirls. Great-aunt Giselle, who died at age 91, had been a great horsewoman, and Ileana had inherited her memoirs and keepsakes by bequest because no one else in the whole family loved horses as much as she did.

Ileana kept a piggy bank to hold all the coins she was given. She opened a savings account that she called her horse fund. Secretly, Ileana’s dad opened a special bank account of his own to save up for what he termed, the inevitable Day of the Horse. Ileana’s mom mollified Ileana by telling her that someday she would have a horse of her own. When Ileana pressed her to say when, Ileana’s mom equivocated, and Ileana burst into tears. Half measures did no good at all. Ileana went riding in a ring at a local stable twice a week on Tuesday afternoon and Saturday morning. Her dad noticed that Ileana’s mail included, along with horse riding fashions, thick wads of literature on dude ranches for women and girls. Her parents kept hoping that Ileana would grow out of her horse phase when she became a tween. Nothing could be further from the truth. Ileana was intelligent, and she knew how to garner support for her wishes among her school teachers, her horse handlers, and her friends. 
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