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​

To all of my classmates in high school who had Mrs. Jones

for an English teacher and was there the day the rat scattered the desks in the classroom!

Introduction: A Scattering of Clues

WELCOME TO EAGLE LAKE, where the Spanish moss sways like gossip, and secrets ride shotgun in every Checker Cab.

No one picks up a murder mystery just to coast through the middle. You want the twist, the reveal, the jolt that knocks the breath from your chest—and I promise, this one delivers. From the first line to the final gasp, The Checker Cab Murder Mystery is meant to do one thing: keep you turning pages late into the night.

But fair warning: I know what you’re thinking. You’ve read enough mysteries to believe you can spot the killer by Chapter Three. Maybe you can. Or perhaps I’ll lead you down a dusty backroad, drop breadcrumbs that don’t quite add up, and dare you to catch the truth before it slips into the shadows.

You see, deep down, we all like to believe we’d make a damn good detective. This story is going to test that theory. So put on your thinking cap, pay close attention—and above all, don’t trust anyone too quickly.

By the end, I hope you’ll not only want to solve this mystery... but crave the next.

Happy sleuthing. —Sidney St. James
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Chapter ONE: Eagle Lake Headlight Front Page News
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The following report appeared on the Eagle Lake Headlight newspaper's front page on Wednesday, the 16th day of July 1965.

“Truth sometimes is said to be stranger than fiction, and indeed, the extraordinary murder which took place in Eagle Lake on Monday night, or instead on Tuesday morning, goes a very long way towards verifying this saying. A crime was committed by an assassin in our small town. It occurred within a short distance of Main Street and is surrounded by an impenetrable mystery.

From the very nature of the crime, the location where it was committed, and the fact that the assassin escaped without leaving a trace of evidence behind, it would seem as though the case itself was taken out of one of Sidney St. James’ novels and investigated by his world-renowned detectives, Vincent James Gideon, and Bridget Flynn.

The specifics of the case are these: On the 15th day of July, at two-thirty in the morning, Checker Cab #119 drove up to the police station on Post Office Street. The driver rushed inside to the main desk, where Deputy Henry Austin was on duty.  He informed the officer there was a dead man outside in his taxi's back seat and had every reason to believe the man was murdered!”

Wednesday, July 16, 1965 — In the early morning darkness, something grim slithered through the quiet streets of Eagle Lake. A Checker Cab pulled up to the police station, and the driver stumbled inside, pale and trembling. In the backseat of Cab #119: a man, silent and slumped, a white silk handkerchief tied across his mouth—saturated with the smell of death.

Greg Valdez could still feel the stick of sweat crawling between his shoulder blades as he sat stiffly in the interrogation chair. The office was heavy with the stench of stale coffee, aged bricks, and something sour he couldn’t place.

Chief Davis Hoffmann leaned back, his arms folded, one eye narrowed like he was measuring a man who didn’t quite add up.

“Start from the top,” the chief said, voice flat as pavement. “Don’t leave anything out.”

Greg swallowed hard. “I was headed down Walnut Avenue. Just past the Jake Mansfield statue. A guy in a tan sportscoat flagged me down—standing by the Methodist Church, near the cemetery.”

“Time?”

“Two-thirty. Maybe two-thirty-five.”

The chief didn’t blink. “Go on.”

“There were two men. One was holding the other up as if he were drunk. I thought they were friends. But the one holding him said he didn’t know him—said he found him lying there.”

Hoffmann tilted his head. “Did that seem odd to you?”

“At the time? Maybe. But I didn’t think much of it. The drunk was in a blue jacket. Looked half-conscious. Slurring about wanting to go home. Said something like ‘Newtown.’ I helped him into the back of my cab.”

Greg paused and rubbed a hand over his mouth. “That’s when I turned around and saw him—the man in the tan coat—standing right beside me. Like he appeared out of thin air.”

Hoffmann’s pencil stopped tapping.

“He said he changed his mind. Wanted to ride with the drunk to make sure he got home. Told me again—drive to Newtown.”

“Did you see his face?”

“Not really. He wore a dark felt hat, brim pulled low. Kept his head down. But when he lit a cigarette—”

Greg’s voice faltered.

“Yes?”

“The flame from his zippo caught on something—a diamond ring. On his index finger.”

“Index?”

Greg nodded. “Big rock. Men don’t usually wear rings there.”

“What happened when you reached Newtown?”

“He told me to pull over by the golf course, near the ninth tee. Said the guy didn’t want him to see him home. Got out, leaned in the window, and told me to have a good night. Gave me a Kent, lit another for himself, and walked off like he had nowhere to be.”

“And the fare?”

“Didn’t say a word. Thought he was passed out.”

Greg’s eyes dropped to the desk. “That’s when I got suspicious. I pulled over. Opened the back door. He was slumped against the other side. I shook him. No response. That’s when I saw it—the handkerchief tied across his mouth. Smelled like... like something chemical. Chloroform. I think I screamed.”

The room held its breath a second too long.

“You drove straight here?” the chief asked.

“Didn’t stop once.”

Hoffmann scribbled in silence, then nodded toward the hallway. “You’ll want to hear this too, Davison.”

Detective Alan Davison entered with the slow gravity of a man who’d seen too many dead men and not enough justice. His uniform shirt clung to his back in the stifling heat. He pulled off his sunglasses, folded them slowly, and took a seat opposite the cabbie.

Laid out on the table between them was the inventory:

A five-dollar bill and three ones

A silk handkerchief, soaked in chloroform, monogrammed ‘B.B.’

A leather cigarette case, half-filled with Marlboros

A left-handed blue glove, dirt-streaked, white-stitched

A growing sense of dread

Davison didn’t ask questions at first. He watched. He listened. And when the second cab driver arrived, flanked by an eager deputy, he finally stirred.

“Name?”

“Ricky Higgins, sir.”

“You’ve got something to add?”

“Yes, sir. I was coming back from a fare in Newtown. Around two-thirty. Maybe two-thirty sharp. A guy flagged me down by the bridge near the golf course. Tan coat, cigar in his mouth. Told me to take him to Railroad Street. Dropped him at the corner by the Beckmann house.”

Davison’s gaze sharpened. “You sure about the time?”

“Logged it in my book, sir.”

“Did you notice a ring?”

“Now that you mention it—yes. A diamond. Caught the moonlight when he paid.”

Davison leaned back. “Index finger?”

“Yes, sir. Left hand.”

Something shifted behind the detective’s eyes. He rose, walked to the evidence table, and studied the handkerchief again. The initials ‘B.B.’ were delicate, feminine, and looped with care. Whoever owned it hadn’t expected it to end up at a crime scene.

The inquest began at 10 a.m. sharp. The conference room fans did little against the July heat. Pamela Symanski, Justice of the Peace, sat upright with her notes already in hand.

Davison addressed her first. “Pam, you performed the exam?”

“Yes. Immediately after, the body arrived. The chloroform scent was strong—almost overwhelming.”

“Any external injuries?”

“None. No bruises, abrasions, or punctures. No resistance.”

She paused. “He was poisoned. I’d stake my badge on it. Likely chloroform. But post-mortem signs can be subtle. Fast-acting. If not tested quickly, it vanishes.”

Davison nodded, then turned to Greg again.

“Describe the man in the tan coat.”

Greg licked his lips. “Tall. Six feet, maybe more. Dark felt hat. Brim down. Had a mustache—or something like one. Hard to tell under the light.”

“And when the drunk saw him?”

“He looked up and said, ‘You!’ Surprised. Scared. Then fell back.”

Davison’s brow furrowed. “And the second encounter?”

“He just... appeared. Quiet. Calm. Too calm. His coat was buttoned up the second time. Like he’d cleaned himself up. But that ring—same finger, same stone—flashed again when he lit my smoke.”

The body had been moved to the cooler. Still no ID. No wallet. No phonebook matches the initials B.B.

Back at the station, Davison stood over the evidence table. He picked up the glove and turned it in his hand. Dirt caked into the seams. Left-handed. Too small for the average man. The kind of glove worn for show, not for work.

He placed it beside the silk square, then circled both with his pencil on the evidence ledger.

“Someone knew this guy,” Davison muttered. “Knew him well enough to want him dead. Knew where to find him. Knew when to strike.”

He turned to Hoffmann. “And they knew how to vanish.”

Later that afternoon, the headline hit the town like a thunderclap:

MURDER IN EAGLE LAKE – KILLER AT LARGE

The Epps cafe buzzed with gossip. The phone lines jammed. A retired man named Vincent James Gideon sipped his morning coffee while staring at the paper with a frown deep enough to bury secrets in.

He folded the Headlight and picked up the phone.

“Bridget,” he said. “Looks like we’re needed.”

As the sun slid west, casting long shadows over Railroad Street, Davison stood alone near the Beckmann house. He lit a cigarette—no Kent, just his usual unfiltered Camels—and watched the smoke drift over the oak-lined lane.

A breeze stirred the handkerchief in his pocket. ‘B.B.’

He closed his eyes for a moment and whispered to himself.

“You’ve made your move, friend. But I’ve seen your kind before.”

He turned and walked back toward the station, the streetlamp flickering behind him like the final wink of a match before darkness swallowed the flame.

“The deceased, whose name there was no proof to show, died on the 16th day of July 1965 from the effects of poison, namely, chloroform. It was administered feloniously by an unknown person. The witnesses at the inquest testified under oath that the said unknown person feloniously, willfully, and maliciously did, in fact, murder the deceased.”

​
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Chapter TWO: Years Quickly Pass By
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“Well,” said Alan Davison, looking at his reflection in the bathroom mirror, “over these last twenty-five years, never have I faced such a puzzler.” He continued to shave off his three-day growth, and as he usually did, he talked to himself in the mirror. 

Being a detective of a highly reticent disposition, Alan never discussed his work outside of the office. He never made a confidant of anyone. His favorite place to bounce ideas off a case of someone was his own self in the reflection of his bathroom mirror.

If only the looking glass could speak, what revelations there would have been of the secrets of Eagle Lake, Texas, like who raised an outhouse to the top of the flagpoles at the high school and then put tractor grease on the pole. Lucky for some people, I suppose. However, this story doesn’t exist in a fairyland, and however Detective Davison found his mirror to be, it revealed nothing. 

This morning, the detective continued his animated talk while shaving one side of his face and then the other. At times, he would stop and show a puzzled expression on his face. The murder of the man brought to the police station in the Checker Cab was assigned to him to clear up the mystery. He was going out on this day to begin investigating the case and was trying to think of how to start.

“Damn it! Now I know what an author feels like when he has writer's block. How about I to solve this case? If I can’t figure out how to start, then how am I to get to the end?” He was puzzled and more than a little nervous about this case.

He continued shaving, cleaning the razor under the sink’s flowing hot water. The mirror did not answer the detective’s lathered face. “Okay, Alan, here’s a man who gets drunk, and God knows I’ve done that at Riverside Hall in East Bernard numerous times and doesn’t know what he’s up to. Another man who is on the square comes up and hails a taxi for him. First, he tells the cabby he doesn’t know the man and then returns and says that he does. Afterward, on the way to Newtown, this man polishes off the victim with chloroform. The killer then gets out of the cab and grabs another taxi, supposedly heading back to town. He got out on Railroad Street and disappeared into thin air.”

Detective Davison tore off a piece of Kleenex and stuck it on a cut spot on his face. He doesn’t let the cut stop his conversation with himself. “There are three things I need to solve. One is, who is the dead man? Why was he killed? And last,” he paused and dried off his face with a towel, “who did it?”

He clutched a pair of scissors and began trimming his mustache. “The man who murdered the chap had a motive. Was it love over a woman? Was it a robbery?” he paused, “no, it wasn’t a robbery. He had plenty of money on his person. It wasn’t revenge, as that usually involves some sort of fight. No, I think I need to go back and look at his clothes more closely.”

Alan left his home and drove up to the station in his six-year-old brown and white Ford F150, which still got him around to work six days a week and to the Rock Island rice fields to hunt ducks and geese on the weekends.

He asked the overseer of the evidence room to look at the deceased man’s clothes. The clothes were brought out to the viewing table in the Evidence Room. Nothing about the pants caught his eye, and he tossed them to the side. Then, he picked up the tan sportscoat. A careful examination by the detective revealed something that piqued his interest greatly. There was a pocket on the inside of the left side of the coat. “Now, Cutter,” the nickname his classmates at Eagle Lake High School gave him years before, “what in the Hell is this for?” He asked himself aloud while scratching the side of his head.

“The stitching is horrible and looks like it was made by hand and not a tailor. The sewing is awful like maybe the man sewed it quickly himself.” He paused.  “What’s this? Ahhhh, something possibly quite valuable was in this pocket, and the seams appear as if it was jerked out quickly. Our dead man had something he possessed he kept in this pocket that the killer wanted. The assassin saw him drunk and got into the Checker Cab with him. When he resisted him, the killer took his handkerchief soaked in chloroform and placed it over the man’s face. He then wanted whatever it was in his pocket so badly he quickly tore the coat, got it, and then asked the cabby to stop and let him out. I wonder what it was?” He threw the coat down on the evidence table. He got up from his chair and turned toward the door. “Well, that’s interesting. I’ve found number two before I found number one.” Welcoming the confusion, he took a moment to catch his breath.

It was apparent by the detective’s continued investigation that the deceased did not stay in the Whitehouse Hotel, as a picture of the deceased was shown to the management. They didn’t recognize him.

A week went by. Detective Davison went to the newspaper to see if there was an advertisement for finding missing friends and people. He turned from one page to another until he stopped and read,

“If Mister Bubba Bradford doesn’t return to Colleyville on Church Street before the end of this week, his room will be rented out -—Linda Allison.”

“Ummm... Bubba Bradford,” repeated aloud by Detective Davison slowly, “and the initials on the white handkerchief, which was proven to have belonged to the deceased, were, ‘BB.’ So, now I have answered question one. The deceased name is Bubba Bradford. Now, I need to find out if Linda Allison knows anything about this matter. At any rate,” said Cutter to his “magic mirror,” and putting on his hat, “I think I’ll go see this woman in Colleyville.”

*****
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LINDA ALLISON WAS A woman with a grievance, as anyone who made her acquaintance would soon discover. What might her resentment be, you ask? The want of money is short and straightforward. She had very little and found it difficult to survive after her husband's passing a few years earlier.

The late Mister Allison, her husband, who had long since departed, was addicted to the self-indulgent use of Jack Daniels Black. At the time he should have been earning a living, he was generally found in the pool hall down on Main Street next to the White House Café, spending his wife’s earnings on himself and his cronies. The constant drinking every day and the hot climate of south-central Texas soon carried him off. When Linda saw him safely under the ground at the Lakeside Cemetery, she returned to her hardworking way of life in Eagle Lake to see if she could better her life. She took what little money she had left from her wrecked fortune she brought into the marriage and bought two lots in the Colleyville subdivision next to the Methodist Church from John and Otera Colley and built two houses on them. Linda began supporting herself by taking on odd jobs, such as sewing and mending clothes, as well as caring for the elderly who were ill and needed assistance.

She remained bitter at the world for the treatment she received from her husband. Now, she worked from sunup to sundown thanks to an alcoholic who drank her fortune all away after their marriage. Think about it for a moment. If Adam was pissed off at Eve for having eaten the apple and got them thrown out of the Garden of Eden, his descendants have most definitely avenged themselves on Eve’s daughters.

Linda Allison was one of those types of women who were hardworking and married to men who were a curse to their wives and families. It was little wonder that Linda condensed all her knowledge of men to be nothing but brutes.

On the second lot beside her home, Linda also built a small duplex that came to be known as the Colleyville Villa. It was an unpretentious-looking place with two bay windows on each side of the front of the house, surrounded by a narrow veranda in front. Just off the porch, there grew a small garden of flowers that Linda enjoyed taking care of daily.

She was engaged in her maintenance about a week after her lodger disappeared. She checked on him daily, but to no avail, and couldn’t help wondering where he went.

She was pulling weeds that had grown, and her mind carried back to her husband, who drank all their money away. She jerked out a weed and said aloud, “Bubba is probably laying drunk down at the pool hall or some other beer joint,” she said while again viciously pulling up another weed with an angry tug. “All men are brutes! To Hell with them all!” she exclaimed while noticing a shadow fall across where she was pulling unwanted plants. She turned her head from her kneeling position and added, “Get out of here!” she sharply said while rising to her knees and shaking her small hand shovel in the direction of the intruder. “I’m not buying anything you’re selling! Get away! Do you hear me!” She glared at him with burning and reproachful eyes.

“Excuse me, ma’am, I just have a few questions,” the visitor said.

“If you’re not here to sell me something, then you’re here to rob me. I ain’t got nothin’ to rob, mister. I would thank you for leaving my house now!” Linda stopped short and was out of breath. She stood trembling and shaking her trowel, gasping like a fish out of water.

“I’m sorry to disturb you, ma’am,” said the man standing at her fence mildly, “are you—.”

“Nope! I ain’t,” Linda retorted fiercely. “Now, get out! I don’t care to hear gossip. I don’t have any money. I don’t read the rubbish printed in the Headlight, nor do I care for anyone else except for myself. Now, go!” She was furious and clenched her teeth.

“Ahhhh, you don’t read the papers, ma’am?” repeated the man with a satisfied tone. “That accounts for it then.”

Linda looked the man up and down. She couldn’t help but notice how downright handsome he was in his tight-fitting jeans and starched white western shirt, the kind one could find at Potters’ Western Store in Columbus. He was clean-shaven with hazel eyes, which kept twinkling like stars. After looking more closely, he gave Linda the impression of being a well-to-do gentleman, and she mentally undressed him with her eyes as she calmed down a bit, although her heart was beating rapidly for different reasons.

Linda gathered her composure and asked abruptly, “Very well. What is it you want? Talk fast; I’m busy.”

“Does Mister Bubba Bradford live here?” asked the stranger while watching the play of emotions on the woman’s face.

“He does, and he doesn’t,” answered Linda in a witty and concise sort of way. “I haven’t seen him for over a week now. I suppose you can find him down at the White House Café or the pool hall drinking the places dry. If he’s not there, he is probably in Altair at the Western Club. He keeps Linda Jackson in business out there, I’m sure.”

“Did you put something in the paper?”

“Yes. I want my rent and will not be walked over by that brute. He’s like all men, I tell you!” She said, stopping her words for want of breath.

“Ma’am, may I speak to you for just a few moments, please? I promise to leave right away when I’m finished.”
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