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    Twitterings and squawks that presage looting and death hand a cuckoo of a murder case to astounded Police Detective Mickie O’Day!
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  Chapter I




   




  

    THE BIRDIES SING




    When Captain Jim Doran phoned me to come to his office in the Detective Bureau down at Headquarters I had a hunch he didn’t want to discuss the rainy weather.




    “I’ve got a job for you, Mickie,” he said in his deep, rumbling bass, when I entered. “Sit down and listen.”




    I sat down cautiously, as a man will when he is six-foot-two and weighs a hundred and ninety. Sometimes furniture had a way of unexpectedly collapsing with me and it always offended my dignity as a first-grade detective.




    “Go ahead, Cappy,” I said. “I’m all ears.”




    “I know you are—you’ve got the best hearing of any man in the Police Department,” he said. “That’s why I want you to work on this case.” He frowned. “And don’t call me Cappy.”




    I just grinned. I owed him a lot and we both knew it. Ten years ago I had been working in a steel mill and an accident had left me totally deaf. Doran had learned that I was anxious to join the police and had dug up a good surgeon who picked the pieces of steel out of my skull and made me hear again.




    I made the grade in the examinations and finally worked my way up to first-grade detective. I was so glad to be able to hear that I’d trained myself to really listen, and I was good at it.




    “It’s a strange case,” mused Doran. “I’d have thought Swenson was nuts, if it hadn’t been for Brackton, and even with him I’d have put it down to coincidence if it hadn’t been for Marshall.”




    “And we’d have ham and eggs if we had some ham and we had some eggs,” I said. “What are you talking about?”




    “Crimes and twittering birds,” said Doran. “Three of them.”




    The more he talked the crazier he sounded. I let him keep on talking, hoping it would begin to make sense.




    “Two weeks ago a private house was broken into on Riverside Drive,” he said slowly. “The family was in Florida. There was only a caretaker at the house, but there was ten grand in jewels in a wall safe.”




    “Served them right for leaving the stuff around,” I said.




    “Yeah, but there’s a law against taking jewels from other people, in case you’ve forgotten. And how a patrolman making his rounds saw the front door open and went in. He found that caretaker, Swensen, on the floor. He’d been hit on the head so hard he nearly died. When he regained consciousness in the hospital he kept babbling, ‘I hear birds. . . . I hear birds! Strange birds!’ ”




    “Just the wallop, Captain,” I said. “You do queer things when you’ve been conked on the head.”




    Doran looked at me. “Yeah?” he said. “Well, get a load of this. Three nights after that Dean Brackton, of the Park Avenue clan, is driving home from a swell binge. He’s a guy about fifty, but husky. He’s also been gambling, and has close to eight grand in his clothes. He’s reached his private garage when he hears this bird—”




    “What time was this?” I interrupted.




    “Four in the morning!”




    “When all good little birds should be asleep. Go on.”




    Doran went on. “He figures it might be fun to hunt for the bird when he hears it again. Then he hears another bird—and somebody saps him, and he goes out like a light. When he comes to the eight thousand is gone, so he reports to the police.”




    I let out a deep breath. It was crazy.




    Doran went on and told me about the third case. John Marshall was a crusty, miserly old man who didn’t believe in banks and kept all his cash hidden in his dingy apartment on the lower East I Side. Two nights before he’d been awakened by a bird call outside his window.




    Marshall thinks of his money. He gets up and looks in the safe. The money is gone—twenty-five thousand dollars, his life’s savings. It seems to the old man he heard more than one bird when he first awoke, but he’s not sure. He’s certain about the bird outside the window though.”




    “And you want me to go hunting birds,” I said. “All right. But isn’t it a cold trail?”




    “When I got the report on the Riverside Drive robbery and the caretaker raving about birds, I didn’t think much about it,” said Doran. “Then the other two cases came up and I decided to put you to work, Mickie.”




    Suddenly, Doran’s phone rang. He answered and kept saying, “Yeah. . . . Yeah.” Then he hung up and looked at me with a gleam in his eyes.




    “That was Fred Swenson,” he said. “He just saw one of the guys who conked him, and knows where the man lives.”




    “Why not send a squad car around to pick the guy up?” I asked.




    “Because Swenson wouldn’t give the man’s name or address over the phone. Said it was too risky. He wants a detective to come see him at the house on Riverside Drive. He’s back on the job. His employers haven’t come home. Ten grand in jewels didn’t seem important enough to break up their vacation.”




    He gave me the address of the house and said the absent family’s name was Decatur. I drove uptown and onto the Drive. It was still raining and the day was gloomy. I didn’t hear any birds chirping.




    When I reached the Decatur place I parked at the curb. It was a big four-story house. I could live on the taxes its owner had to pay, and maintain a staff of servants besides.




    The front door was half open. I climbed the steps and pushed the bell-button and there wasn’t any sound. Then I yelled for Swenson and nothing happened. I began to feel a little creepy.




    I pushed the door all the way open and jumped inside, fast, in case someone with a gun or a blackjack had seen me and didn’t care for visitors.




    Still nothing happened. The house seemed filled with bleak silence and was pretty dark because all of the shades were drawn, the shutters were closed tight, and no lights were on.




    “Darned queer,” says I to me. “I’d better take a look around.”




    Just the same I didn’t want to go blundering into something. I stood there listening. Then my trained ears caught it—a distant, muted thumping, as though someone pretty weak was kicking his heels against something. I could visualize someone kicking on a floor as he died.




    I located the direction from which the sound was coming. It seemed to be toward the rear, on the second floor. I hurried up the stairs. Once I paused and sniffed as I caught the distinct odor of Red Stag smoking tobacco. The kind a lot of folks use when they roll their own. I had to know about that thumping.




    The second floor was even darker than down below. I carry a pocket flashlight and a gun, and it struck me that right now was a good time to have them both ready, so I drew them out.




    The light gleamed on a closed door, and I was sure the thumping came from the room beyond. I reached out and opened the door, and the beam of the flash centered on a thin man lying face down on the floor. His head was still bandaged so I figured he must be Swensen. There was a knife sticking in his back, and if his feet had not still been moving just a little I would have been sure I was looking at a corpse.
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