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INTRODUCTION





JUST SO you don’t get nervous: no cats have been injured or bloodied in this book. While the prospect of a cat, or a dog, or any furry critter, being physically abused in a detective story is more than enough for a reader to avoid the book, there would be a great sense of disappointment if at least one human wasn’t murdered.


Rest assured, your bloodthirsty desire will be satisfied in Blood on the Cat. Not only will you encounter a corpse in the first few pages, but you will be pleased to know that the victim fully deserved the worst.


The case comes directly to the door of newspaperman Killian McBean via the curious explorations of Smoky, his cat. The police and, inevitably, McBean, confront a murder investigation with a major challenge: almost everyone in the little town of Cognac has a reason to want Old Gluts Farr to be dead. As the richest man in town (not itself a reason to hate someone but certainly justifiable when the millionaire is also corrupt and so fond of his power that he uses it whimsically), he is convinced that his position and wealth give him justification for hurting people. He spends no time considering its ramifications and has no fear of retribution. That is, until he gets a large bread knife jammed deeply into his back.


The town’s corrupt chief of police has been in Farr’s pocket so he suddenly must sort through an arm’s-length cast of suspects in order to keep his job.


At the top of the list is Killian McBean. Farr held the mortgage on McBean’s newspaper office, the top floor of which served as his home. Relentlessly exposed for his crude power plays and vindictive behavior, Farr vowed to close down the weekly paper. Although McBean wore a brave face about the impending closure, he remained frightened and angry about it.


His printer Ethan Droom carried a grudge against Farr for decades, blaming him for the loss of his leg in the tycoon’s lumber mill. Whenever he got drunk—no rare occasion—he would yell and curse his nemesis with the usual threats of killing him. People sometimes say that sort of thing when they get mad; many do not mean it literally.


It would not be unreasonable to skip past the new teacher, Theodora Meredith, because she appears to be quietly timid, her hair tied up in a braid coiled atop her head. But when one of her students commits the trivial crime of stealing an apple, Farr forces the town to send him to a reform school, breaking her heart as her motherly instincts send her into weeping spells for the poor boy.


Another newcomer to the town, the librarian Irene Hubbard, had just found her dream job only to learn that Farr was intent on closing the library to save expenses, motivated by cutting his tax bill.


Even Farr’s own son, Dennis, a nasty bit of work in his own right, hated his father for forcing him to break up his marriage to a woman he decided was unsuitable. Dennis’ attitude toward his father was not improved when he was disinherited. Coincidentally, he learned the news just a few hours before the murder was committed.


It is probably reasonable to add one more person to the suspect list, though apparently without motive. A glamorous blonde drove into Cognac on the day that Farr was killed and had a serious accident. Her hard bump on the head was severe enough to result in amnesia, even causing her to forget her own name and identity.


Blood on the Cat is a pure detective story and a good one. Lots of suspects, lots of motives, lots of clues, and written by an author who evidently learned at least some of her craft by having read Arthur Conan Doyle.


When Ethan Droom’s daughter Jean rings Killian’s doorbell very early in the morning to say her father is missing, she tells him that she came to him first for help but that he appeared to be drunk so she went to the police. When they refused to pay attention to her, she came back to tell him of the situation. On her first visit, she saw a man on his porch and he asks if there had been a car nearby.


“No,” she says, then amends her response to say, “At least I didn’t see any. I didn’t notice particularly.”


“If you’re ever going to be a reporter,” he replies, “you’ll have to learn to observe. Not just see but observe, know what you’re seeing.” In the first Sherlock Holmes story, “A Scandal in Bohemia,” Holmes famously admonishes Watson by saying, “You see but you do not observe.” Holmes had just made numerous accurate remarks about his friend’s new life, prompting Watson’s astonishment.


Nancy Rutledge (1901-1976) was the author of ten works of crime fiction between 1944 and 1960 under her own name, two of which were published only in England, and she also had a mystery novel published as by Leigh Bryson, a Handi-Book paperback original, in 1947.


Although largely neglected today, Rutledge was popular enough in the 1940s and 1950s to have eight of her mystery novels serialized in The Saturday Evening Post, the best-paying periodical of its day, and one that appeared complete in one 1960 issue of Redbook (which, incidentally, had also published the first appearance of Dashiell Hammett’s last novel, The Thin Man).


Born in Chicago in 1915, Rutledge described herself as a native Midwesterner. She received a degree in chemistry and an M.A. in English literature from Northwestern University. She later moved to Burbank, California, where she resided until her death in 1995. In a brief autobiographical sketch that accompanied the first edition of Blood on the Cat, she wrote, “I have always wanted to be a writer and intend to keep at it all my life. Eventually I hope to be a good one.”


The first two detective novels produced by Rutledge, Beware the Hoot Owl (1944) and Blood on the Cat (1945), were published by Farrar & Rinehart. She then had a mixed career with two books published only in the U.K. (Murder on the Mountain, 1957, and Escape into Danger, 1960) and several mystery novels seeing only magazine publication.


One of the novels published as a Post serial and never published in book form was Death Stalks the Bride (1958), which was the basis for an episode of the television anthology series Climax! that aired on May 15, 1958. Titled “The Disappearance of Daphne,” it is the suspenseful story of a young heiress who falls in love and impulsively marries a dancer after a brief courtship but quickly fears that he was responsible for the disappearance of his former dance partner. It was nominated for thirteen Prime Time Emmy awards.
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CHAPTER ONE





SMOKY’S EYES shone yellow and green in the rainy darkness, but her body was only a black shadow punctuated by a dot of white at the tip of her tail. She slid around the corner of the building noiselessly and ran up the railing to the porch. Here she stopped abruptly, her ears back, her wet fur beginning to ruffle. A large object lay on the porch floor, dark and unmoving. Smoky spat at it warningly, received no answer, sat down and regarded it patiently. She circled it, sniffing. Finally satisfied as to its harmlessness and lack of interest to her, she walked over it to get to the window sill. She saw no signs within of what she was seeking, so she walked over it again, descended from the porch, and ran up the large maple tree in front of the building. Halfway up she transferred herself to the roof above the porch, crossed it and landed with a quiet plop on the upstairs window sill.


“Mraw!” wailed Smoky. “Mraw! MRAW!”


A sleepy groan from within. “Go away, cat. Scat!”


“MRAWWW!”


“All right, all right. Pipe down. I’m coming.”


“Mraw,” came mildly from Smoky.


Inside the room, somebody stumbled against a hard object, swore, stumbled against a chair and turned it over. Finally the light went on and a sleepy man in a long red flannel nightshirt opened the window. Smoky accepted the service graciously and slid in.


“A fine time for a lady to be getting in,” grumbled the man, shivering in the cold. “It’s four o’clock in the morning!”


Smoky purred agreeably.


The man shut the window, turned off the light and stumbled back to bed, jerking the covers up.


Smoky jumped up on the bed and began to sharpen her claws on the mahogany baseboard.


“Scat!” The man pulled the bedcovers up over his head.


Smoky purred on, sailed out into space and landed on the dresser. She began to investigate the objects on its upper surface. In a minute an assortment of keys was flying off in all directions as she carefully pawed one after another into space.


“Go ahead,” moaned the man bitterly. “It won’t take me more than an hour or two to find them.” He pulled the pillow over his head, too. Smoky went on batting the keys.


The man had another thought. He sat abruptly up in bed. “My watch!” In one jump he landed on his feet by the dresser. Smoky regarded him with mild surprise.


The watch, a large yellow gold one of old-fashioned design, lay unharmed where he had left it. He grabbed Smoky by the back of the neck.


“If you aren’t sleepy, I am,” he said firmly. “I can’t sit under the stove all day like you. Today’s Wednesday. Copy day. Scat!” He put the black cat out in the hall and shut the door firmly. As he picked up the watch again, it snapped open, revealing a colored picture of a smiling young woman with blue eyes and long dark hair. Briefly, he stood looking at it. His eyes softened, then became hard and cold. He snapped the watch shut with an angry gesture.


“Damn that cat!” He turned out the light and got into bed.


Smoky made several tentative passes at the door to be sure it was tightly shut, decided it was, and resignedly went off to investigate the contents of her milk bowl.


The man was asleep almost as soon as he put his head down. Sound asleep, too, because when he was awakened by a sound on the porch below, he got up and stumbled to the window before he remembered: Smoky was in. He opened the window, anyway, and yelled out into the rain.


“Who’s there? Somebody want something?”


Below, under the porch roof, all sound ceased instantly. For a moment he heard only the hard cold rain. Then there was a quickening, a dull bumping sound, as if something heavy were being dragged across the wooden porch floor.


The man leaned out the window, listening. He was instantly wide awake. Hurrying across the room in the chill darkness, this time he did not stumble. His clothes were piled neatly on a chair by his bed; he yanked off the red flannel nightshirt and thrust on the shirt and trousers, slid his cold bare feet into his shoes and soon had the bedroom door open. He did not turn the lights on. In the doorway, he stopped to take a flashlight, hesitated, then in the darkness slid his hand into the second bureau drawer and took out a gun. Noiselessly he went out into the hall and down the stairs.


Quick as he was, however, there was no one in sight when he got to the front door. He stood behind the door, careful not to show himself as he opened it. He moved abruptly on to the open porch, listening.


The night was dark and raw; the rain came down in hard wet sheets. Otherwise he heard nothing except the hollow sound of his footsteps when he walked. The porch had no basement under it, but was raised on posts with loose lattice work camouflaging the bare ground underneath; screened in summer, now in November it was open except for the roof and its supports and the wooden railing enclosing it.


The man called out. There was no answer. He flashed his light into some wet bushes on either side and down the driveway, but saw no one. Shivering, he turned off the flashlight and came in and relocked the door.


Smoky’s eyes shone from where she was sitting on the post at the bottom of the stairs.


The man went up the stairs in the dark, but turned on the light in the bedroom, smiling a little grimly as he returned the gun to its drawer. Old habits were strong. Too strong. He scowled at the watch.


It was then that he saw the blood.


It seemed to be everywhere, not much of it, but undoubtedly blood—the dried brownish stains that no one who had seen much blood could mistake, even diluted with rain water. It was on the bedspread, in scattered marks, on the dresser, on the window sill. The trail was not hard to follow. Wherever Smoky had been, there was blood.


Probably she had cut her paw. Or maybe killed a bird.


Still, in November there were few birds. A feathered connoisseur like Smoky did not descend to mere sparrows. And if she had cut her paw, it must be bleeding pretty freely.


He gave a resigned glace at the clock: four thirty. He went in search of the wounded Smoky.


Presently his upstairs apartment was ablaze with light. No Smoky. Calls, offered bribes, threats—all produced no results. No Smoky. He lighted the stairs and went down into the front newspaper office.


The office was a large room, high ceilinged and drafty, with dark oak woodwork and blue wallpaper of small faded flowers. The room had been made by throwing together the front and back parlors of the old house, with the resultant ridge about a third of the way along the room where the connecting doors had formerly been. There were four windows, one opening on the porch, three together forming a bay at the northwestern corner of the house. To their left was a flat table and straight chair; to their right, partially occupying the bay window, a huge roller-top desk of ancient vintage and hard wear. Beside it was the room’s only easy chair, a worn red leather with deeply sunken springs. A tall and stately, if unreliable, grandfather’s clock occupied, with rows of files, the rest of the north wall.


Along the back wall, to the east, with its flue feeding into the old chimney, was a huge black stove, round and ugly, with web-like legs holding up its short fat body, and a bucket of coal and a basket of wood beside it. There was also a small gas burner, on which reposed a great blue metal coffee pot.


The unvarnished pine floor was covered with a thin patterned rug of considerable wear. Next to the door leading to the pressroom was a sink, with its towel, soap and a shelf of thick white china mugs above it. Three chairs, antique but straight, a kneehole desk and several brass cuspidors completed the room’s furnishings. On the walls hung several framed copies of old newspapers, including the first issue of the Cognac Courier, and about a dozen calendars, gifts of local merchants.


The rest of the lower floor of the house, except for the long straight hall at the south running from the front door to the back and containing the stairs, had formerly been dining room, kitchen and sunparlor. These had been thrown into the huge but crowded pressroom.


The man looked for Smoky under the desks, in the wastepaper basket, in an open drawer, behind the stove. She was not to be found.


The door to the press room was not open, but he looked in there anyway. The big Mergenthaler linotype, the job presses, folder, the large old newspaper press, the three stones, the type, ink and paper cabinets and power punch and stitchers were apparently untouched.


He looked for open windows. There were none. Finally he descended to the basement. Crawling into corners and under boxes, he called repeatedly. He looked in the coal bin. No Smoky. Finally he saw her, sitting placidly high on the pipes, her paws tucked under her, her eyes half-shut as she watched him indifferently.


“Cats!” he muttered, and put her gently under one arm. Her paws were thick with coal dust, of course, so he carried her up to the sink and washed them with soap and water.


Smoky plainly thought this was going too far. She kicked and bit and scratched and spat and in general made her opposition plain.


“Germs,” he explained to her, nursing his battered hands.


When her paws emerged clean and absolutely uninjured, without a cut of any kind, he dropped her in mutual disgust and went around turning the lights off.


In his search for Smoky he had seen nothing else, but he saw them now. In the hall by the front door there were big brown stains. One was in the shape of a footprint, large and mansized. It was drying blood. The stains came in the front door and gradually faded out about halfway up the stairs. There were no signs of any going out the door.


Smoky sniffed at them daintily. She shook her paws in open distaste and kept her black back to the man in haughty silence.


“A little soap and water won’t hurt you,” he said, absently, staring at the stains. Finally he opened the drafts and stirred the stove, lit the burner under the huge blue coffee-pot in one corner of the room and sat down at his desk. He put his feet up to think.


He had just finished searching the house from top to bottom. No windows were unlocked, and there was nobody else here. The doors had been locked all evening, except when he went out on the porch. No one could have come in then—but someone had. No one could have gotten out, but no one else was here. That noise he had heard on the porch—but if the footprints had been there at that time he would have seen them. No, he hadn’t turned on the hall light while investigating. And where had Smoky gotten the blood on her paws?


Thinking, he stared absently at his shoes, and finally he saw them, and knew who had trailed the blood in the front door. For above the sole of his shoes, between the sole and the uppers, was a brown streak of drying blood.


Getting up, he put his shoe over the footprint. It was exactly the same size. He opened the front door and turned on the porch lights. After a moment he shut it and went over and cranked the phone.


“Hello, Betsy.” His voice was quiet and friendly. “This is Killian McBean. Give me Amos Colvin, please. Yes, the chief of police. No, I haven’t been drinking again. Get him! Fast!” His voice was no longer quiet and friendly. It became sharp and authoritative.


Betsy got him Amos Colvin.


“Hello, Amos. McBean speaking. You’d better get over here. There’s probably been a murder. There’s a regular puddle of blood on my front porch. And I heard a noise—”


Amos Colvin’s voice came over the phone, querulous and hostile. “Is there any body?”


“Not that I can see, but—”


“Then how can there be a murder? Go back to bed and sleep it off.”


“I haven’t had a drop.”


“All right, all right. But don’t think you can wake me up in the middle of the night with any of your press day stunts to sell Couriers. To hell with you.”


“Listen, you fat fool,” Killian McBean’s voice grew colder and colder. “This has nothing to do with press day. Today’s Wednesday anyway. Copy day. I’m calling as a citizen reporting to the chief of police. If you want to make it a newspaper issue, though, it won’t look very good if a corpse is found and it comes out that the chief of police wouldn’t even hump his fat carcass out of bed to investigate it.”


Silence. Then the fretful, sleepy voice of Amos Colvin. “I’ll be over. And if you’re tight, so help me, I’ll run you in!”


Killian grinned. “It’s a deal, fat stuff.” He hung up.


He ran up the stairs to his apartment, which was three upper rooms of the old house remodelled into kitchen, living room, bedroom and bath. The water in which he shaved and took a shower was icy cold.


Killian McBean was a man of perhaps forty, whose lean tough body made him seem younger, and whose tired eyes and face made him seem older. There was grey at the temples of his black hair and it was thinning at the sides. His nose was rather prominent, as was a front gold tooth. Even for his five feet ten his arms were disproportionately long, and his hands exceptionally large and powerful.


But it was his eyes that were his most outstanding feature: cold grey eyes, aloof and disbelieving. Occasionally a twinkle came into them, or a momentary softness, but it soon faded into a granite hardness. His smile, too, was sceptical, almost mocking.


Dressing carefully in a blue shirt and heavy grey suit, he selected a somewhat loud striped tie. The matter was carried out without haste and with meticulous neatness. He threw back the covers and opened a window to air the bed; he folded the red flannel nightshirt carefully over a coat hanger and hung it in the closet. Then he straightened the bathroom, hung the wet towels over the shower rack to dry, and carefully put the top back on the toothpaste tube.


Finally he turned out the lights and went downstairs again. Someone was knocking quietly on the back door.


“Who is it?”


“It’s me. Jean. Open the door, Uncle Killian.”


Killian swore under his breath. “What are you doing up at this hour?”


“I’m looking for Father.”


“He isn’t here. Go home and go to bed.”


“Don’t be a zombie, Uncle Killian. It’s important!”


He swore again and opened the door. A young girl of about sixteen came in quickly, shaking off the rain. Without being heavy, her figure was well rounded in her brown skirt and red sweater, and her cheeks were plump and rosy. She had a crop of windblown very short hair, a skin that was as smooth as an apple’s, straight white teeth and sparkling blue eyes. Jean was not pretty, but interesting, merry and friendly.


The words poured from her now at a mile a minute. “Uncle Killian, Father has made like a bird and I can’t find him anywhere. It’s my fault. I’m a Dracula’s daughter, and he’s such a good Joe and right out of this world but somebody’s always rocking his dream boat and that Bennet Farr is such a Sad Sam I don’t really care if somebody kills him anyway only not Father—”


“Whoa!” said Killian. “Is that English?”


“Uncle Killian, this isn’t any place for off-time jive!”


“You don’t say.”


“You’ve got to listen to me!”


“I’ll listen to you,” said Killian gently. “Only try to remember I’m among the uninitiated. I’m a generation too old to understand jive. Have consideration for an old man—and stick to English.”


“All right, Uncle Killian. Of course you’re not really—old, I mean—you just try to pretend you are and you may fool some people but not me because I know at heart you’re strictly solid—”


“What happened to your father?”


“That’s what I’ve been trying and trying to tell you. He was drinking again and brooding about losing his leg and all—you know how he does and talking about killing Old Gluts Farr—and I went out to make him some coffee and when I came back he was gone and so was his gun and I’ve looked and looked and I can’t find him anywhere.”


“Get your breath,” advised Killian callously. “Even as a little girl they say you could get out more words without taking in breath than anybody alive. Did you try the pool hall?”


“Yes, of course. Bill hadn’t seen him all evening.”


“How about the Metropole?”


“I tried that and the police station—”


Killian made an impatient gesture. “Sometimes I think Ethan made a mistake in not drowning you before your eyes were open. Do you mean to tell me you went to the police station and told them—”


“But, Uncle Killian, I was so worried! Anyhow, nobody was there.”


“Why didn’t you come here?”


“I did. Right away. But I saw you sitting on the porch—”


“You saw me where?”


“Sitting on the front porch. Leaning, really, and I knew you weren’t—quite yourself.”


“I haven’t been out of bed all night.”


“It’s all right, Uncle Killian. I’m a woman now and I understand life. I know you drink sometimes. I’m sure you must have a secret sorrow or something that makes you—I guess it’s something to do with that woman you have in your watch—”


Killian McBean’s tone cut like a whip. “When I want your analysis of my character and motives, Jean, I’ll ask for it.”


“But, Uncle Killian, I only meant—”


“I’m not interested. Now I’m telling you, if you saw a man on my front porch, it wasn’t I. What made you think it was?”


“I couldn’t see anything but his figure, it was so dark. But I just thought it was you because he was here and he looked about your size—and he was sitting down and leaning as if he had been—well, drinking—”


“Could it have been your father?”


“No.”


“How do you know?”


“I saw both his shoes—they were sticking out in front of him.”


“Was there a car there?”


“No. At least I didn’t see any. I didn’t notice particularly.”


“If you’re ever going to be a reporter,” Killian stated coldly, “you’ll have to learn to observe. Not just see but observe, know what you’re seeing. Something that’s right in front of your eyes may mean the difference between a good and bad story, or even a true and false one.”


“Uncle Killian, we’ve got to find Father!”


Killian heard a car turn in the driveway. He crossed the hall in two long strides, took his cloth raincoat from the hall rack and came back to put it over Jean’s shoulders. It was a victory model, not rubberized but merely water-repellent cotton material.


“Put this on before you catch pneumonia or drown. Go home now and stay there. Whistle. Walk down the middle of the street and when you get there call me up. Get going.” He opened the back door and steered her out it.


“But, Uncle Killian—”


“Get going.”


“All right,” said Jean. “There’s something awfully mysterious about you, though.” She looked up at him. “Do you know lots of people here in Cognac think you were a gangster in Chicago while you were away those ten years?”


Killian shoved her out into the wet darkness, giving her a fatherly swat as she passed. He watched her disappear and stood listening after her. Someone pounded on the front door, but he did not pay any attention until he heard Jean’s whistle going along the road. Then he shut and locked the back door and proceeded in a leisurely manner toward the front one. When he opened it, it admitted a shivering, sputtering fat man.













CHAPTER TWO





“HELLO, AMOS.” Killian grinned at the sight of him.


The short fat man waddled in, huddled untidily in his wet sheepskin coat. His close-set eyes peered nearsightedly out of horn-rimmed glasses. He snarled at Killian.


“So help me, McBean, if you got me up on some wild-goose chase—”


“Did you look at the front porch?”


“It looks like blood,” admitted Amos Colvin grudgingly. “But knowing you, it might be red ink.”


“You can have it analyzed. That should not only tell you whether it’s blood or not, but whether it’s human or animal.”


“What d’ya mean, animal?”


“There’s an awful lot of it,” Killian advanced cautiously, “but I suppose there is at least an outside possibility it might be a dog or a cat—”


Amos Colvin exploded loudly. “If you got me over here to see the aftereffects of a catfight—”


Killian McBean shrugged. “I’m simply a citizen reporting a suspicious set of circumstances to the chief of police. My responsibility is ended. Do what you like. But you should have an analysis made.”


“I don’t hold with none of them newfangled chemical cops,” said Amos. “If somebody’s dead, they’ll turn up and we’ll know whose blood it is. Otherwise the hell with it; it don’t matter none. Is there coffee in that pot?”


“There’s always coffee in that pot.” Killian McBean went over and took down two thick white china mugs and filled them from the blue metal coffee pot on the burner. “The Cognac Courier dispenses hospitality with an impartial hand—even to the corruptest chief of police in four counties.”


“Thanks,” said Amos Colvin dourly. He poured some of the coffee into the saucer, blew on it and drank it with loud gasping gulps.


Killian sat down and drank his from the mug. He recounted the events of the past hour in some detail, leaving out Jean’s visit and any mention of her father’s absence. Of necessity, since he omitted Jean, he also had to omit the fact she had seen a man on the porch. The phone rang. He spoke into it briefly. “All right. Lock the door and stay there,” and hung up. Before Amos had time to voice his question, the phone rang again.


“Now listen,” Killian said abruptly into it, “when you’re told to do something, do it and don’t ask questions—oh, I’m sorry, Betsy. I thought it was somebody else. Sure, he’s here. Just a minute. For you, Amos.”


Amos took the phone in one hand, still clutching his coffee saucer in the other. “What d’ya want, Betsy? The hell there is. The hell you say. I’ll be right over. Tell Mr. Farr I’ll be right over.”


“The magic name,” said Killian McBean. “What hoop does Bennet Farr want you to jump through now, Amos?”


“You shut your mouth,” said Amos. “Bennet Farr is going to foreclose that mortgage on your paper when it’s due in a couple of months and after that we’ll run you out of Cognac so fast you’ll never know what hit you.”


“It isn’t due yet. And I’m still in Cognac.” Only Killian’s eyes showed that the chief of police’s barb had penetrated. “I ain’t got time to be wasting on you and your catfights. The hell with you. I got important business. Mr. Farr just saw a bad accident out at Indian Mound on the road.”


“Anybody hurt?”


“Some girl, Betsy said. Farr called her and said he saw the car piled up against a telephone pole and the girl in it, unconscious.”


“What,” asked Killian coldly, “was Bennet Farr doing out at Indian Mound at five in the morning? Everybody in town knows he never gets up till noon.”


“You mind your business,” said Amos Colvin.


“That’s the beauty of being a newspaper editor, Amos. Everybody’s business is my business. You’d like it fine.”


“Go to hell,” growled the chief of police.


“I think I’ll just come along with you, Amos. I wouldn’t choose you as a traveling companion, because I’d hate to be caught dead with you, but a story is a story. Indian Mound is only half a mile away, but it’s raining and my car is at the garage getting its battery recharged. I just got in from the convention last night about seven.”


“You’re not coming anywhere with me.”


Killian McBean settled back in his chair. “O.K., Amos. I just thought it might look good in the Courier: ‘The accident was promptly reported to Cognac’s chief of police, Amos Colvin, who was on the scene in three minutes.’ That’s about how long it’ll take us to get there.”


“Get going, if you’re coming with me,” said Amos ungraciously. “And don’t tell Farr I brought you!”


“I wouldn’t breathe a word,” said Killian with an elaborate wink.


Three minutes later they were at Indian Mound, the right-angle turn on the road which branched off from the main highway to Chicago for the town of Cognac. A considerable crowd had preceded them there, the lights of the cars illuminating the scene dimly. By now the rain had slackened; it was getting colder and the precipitation was turning to snow. Several dozen people stood around, wet and shivering.


“The beauties,” grinned Killian McBean, “of a party line.” He jumped down and ran over to the wreck. The car was a small green coupé, about five years old, with California license plates. The entire engine and front part were crumpled into an indistinguishable hunk of metal, flat against the telephone pole. The cab of the car was a mass of blood. The back tires and storage compartment were untouched.


Killian shook his head. “Some wreck. What happened, Terry? Anybody see it?”


A tall, very thin young man was standing there looking extremely worried. He spoke apologetically, as if it were somehow his fault. “Apparently not. I can’t find any witnesses. Bennet Farr saw the car and somebody in it, but he didn’t stop to take any closer look. He was afraid it might be a fake, like robbers or something, and anyway he said if it wasn’t they ought to have a doctor as soon as possible. So he just went on to the town and called. He was pretty upset, didn’t even come back. Betsy scouted around for Amos and me after calling Old Doc. I guess about everybody heard about it, one way or another.”


“Looks like it, Terry,” said Killian. “Kind of tough break for you, in your first week as state’s attorney.”


Terrence Gillespie looked more worried and apologetic than ever. “I suppose it’s all right,” he said. “But there doesn’t seem to be any reason for the accident—of course it was raining, but the turn is well lighted and there wasn’t any fog or anything. And there’s all that blood.”


“Just the girl in the car?” asked Killian.


“Yes. Apparently.”


“What do you mean, apparently?”


Terrence Gillespie twisted his lank body uncomfortably. “She’s still unconscious. Knocked out. But Old Doc says she doesn’t seem to be hurt except for the bump on her head and a couple of minor cuts. No apparent cause for all that blood. It’s all over the car and her clothes. And if it isn’t hers, whose is it and where are they?”


“Better organize a search through the woods around the Mound,” said Killian matter-of-factly. “I suppose another person could have been hurt and crawled off to get help.”


Terry brightened. “I’ll see about it right away.”


“And don’t worry so much,” said Killian. “No wonder you’ve got ulcers. What’s this I hear about you and the new assistant in the library, Irene Hubbard?”


Terry’s face became a brick red by the light of the car headlights. His thin, underdeveloped body stooped more than ever and his tone became more meek. “She—she’s fine, I guess. I—haven’t seen her in two days.”


“Anybody can always make an excuse to see the assistant to the librarian,” said Killian. “Start reading, boy, start reading.”


“Thanks,” gulped Terrence Gillespie. “I guess I will—read more.”


Killian grinned at him and moved back through the crowd. “Where’s the girl?” he asked.


“Back there.” The crowd opened to let him through. “Celia’s helping Old Doc.”


Celia Austen’s long auburn hair flamed from her shoulders; it had slipped from the loose knot in which she generally wore it. Her face was shining from her exertions, and her nose was plainly freckled. She was very small, only a little over five feet and with a slight build. Her nose turned up above a surprisingly firm mouth and a heart-shaped chin. She knelt now on the frozen ground beside the figure of an unconscious girl, her fingers moving deftly as she followed the doctor’s directions.


Old Doc was Cognac’s only doctor now that Young Doc was in the south Pacific. He stood shivering and growling and stamping his feet. “Noseyest damn town I ever saw,” he complained. “Five o’clock in the morning and everybody within five miles beats the doctor here. Get back, damn you, give us room. Hello, Killian.”


“Hello, Old Doc,” said Killian. He grinned in friendly fashion at the white-haired old man. “Hello, kid.”


Celia flashed him a smile. “I was wondering where you were. After all, I’m only the Courier’s unofficial social reporter, and I’m afraid I’m not up to covering accidents for you yet.”


“She badly hurt?”


“How the hell do I know?” growled Old Doc. “She may have internal injuries. She certainly got a terrific wallop on the head. I never saw a worse one.”


“Good thing you had that nurse’s aide training in the city, Celia,” said Killian. “So you think she’ll come around O.K., Old Doc?”


“Looks like it,” the old man advanced cautiously. “Don’t see why she shouldn’t. But you never can tell about a bad knock on the head. May make her simple-minded.”


“Who is she?”


“We don’t know,” said Celia. “There isn’t any identification in her purse and Terry went through the bags, in the back of the car and he says there isn’t anything there, either. They’re tracing the car by license numbers now, of course.”


“Probably stolen,” said Old Doc glumly.


Celia looked up at Killian and laughed. “He isn’t half as tough as he sounds, really.”


“He brought me into the world,” said Killian. “You too, kid. And Bennet Farr was his first baby case. That’s the only two good things I can say for Bennet Farr—Old Doc delivered him and he has got his son engaged to you.”


The girl’s smile clouded. “Don’t let’s talk politics, Killian. We’re friends—but everybody knows I’ve always been crazy about Dennis—and Bennet Farr is his father—”


“Sure, kid,” said Killian grimly. He bent over and looked at the unconscious girl who lay on a blanket on the ground, shielded by umbrellas. She was a very thin blonde, probably still in her twenties. Her cheekbones were high and prominent, her chin strong and determined. There was considerable blood on her clothes. Under her moderately priced fur coat her legs showed long and slim; she was rather tall.


Killian McBean whistled. Celia looked up at him and laughed. “Not you too,” she said. “I thought you were supposed to be woman-proof. Every other man in town has been making excuses to come over and see if there was anything he could do—just helpful, you know—but Killian McBean!”


Killian laughed too, but he was not amused.


“How long has she been out?” he asked.


“Not over half an hour. Old Doc doesn’t want to move her until she comes to, if he can help it. Father Farr saw the wreck—” she hesitated, looking at Killian.


“It’s all right, kid,” said Killian. “God knows what you see in that Dennis Farr—nobody ever could see it, especially after—but you’ve always felt that way and if you do, more power to you. The guy must have something for you to stick to him. You can’t help it if his old man’s the corruptest crook in the state. Barring Chicago, of course. And maybe Springfield.”


Celia frowned at him, unsuccessfully. Finally she laughed. “No hard feelings, Killian?”


“Hell, no,” said Killian McBean. “There’s no sentiment in the newspaper business. I run a newspaper; I’m a reporter. I’d sell my mother’s soul for a good story. Don’t ever forget that, kid. She’s coming to.”


“Old Doc!” said Celia.


The unconscious girl fluttered her eyelashes and opened eyes that were golden-brown. There was a blank, bewildered look in them.


“Take it easy,” said Killian McBean.


Old Doc, grumbling, knelt stiffly on the wet ground beside her and took her pulse. “Not bad,” he muttered finally. Celia kept her small hand soothingly on the girl’s.


The girl spoke in a trembling voice. “What happened?”


“There was an accident,” said Celia. “You hit your head.”


“Where am I?”


“Cognac,” supplied Killian McBean, as if there could be only one. “Population, 1439. Pardon me. I forgot the new Bacon twins. 1441. Chief industry, farming. Chief vices, hard drink and chewing tobacco.”


The girl smiled at him uncertainly. Under her strained stunned expression, she seemed to be trying very hard to think.


“We’re going to take you up to my house,” said Celia, “just as soon as you feel able to move. Try not to worry. You’ve had a bad blow.”


The girl attempted to focus on her. Her eyes managed it; her mind did not. “But,” she said finally, “what am I doing here? Who am I?”


“My God,” said Old Doc. “I should have expected this, but I didn’t. She’s lost her memory.”


“Ordinary medical occurrence?”


“After that wallop? My God, yes. Of course it’ll only be temporary. A few days at most, probably.”


The girl looked at Old Doc in alarm. She looked at Celia, then at Killian. “Don’t you know me?” she appealed to them. “I can’t seem—to remember anything—my head aches so—”


Old Doc cursed fervently. “Anybody’s would, with that bump.”


“Never mind that now,” said Celia. “There’s lots of time. We’ll take you up to my house and you can stay there and rest as long as you like—it may take several days—and you’re not to worry about anything.”


“Aunty Pliny is going to like that!” said Killian low-voiced to Celia.


She flushed under her freckles. “There’s no hospital,” she said. “There’s plenty of room—the girl is hurt and has amnesia—”


Killian shrugged. “She might be anybody. There’s still a lot of blood to be explained.”













CHAPTER THREE





SEVERAL HOURS later Killian McBean sat at his desk in the outer office, pounding at a typewriter, with Smoky on the chair next to him. Several times he tore the sheet of paper from the machine, crumpled it in disgust and threw it on the floor. There was quite a pile of papers. Outside day had come; it was nearly eight o’clock. And it had stopped raining and snowing.


The door swung back so that the lettering on its face showed, “THE COGNAC COURIER,” it read, “Come In and Take the Weight off Your Feet.”


“’Morning, Ethan,” said Killian, without turning. “Coffee’s heating. Better have some.”


“T’hell with the coffee,” said Ethan. “T’hell with everything. Gnats! I’d show those Japs and Jerries if it wasn’t for my leg.” His voice was thick and slurred. He spat tobacco juice long and artistically at one of the cuspidors.


“Sure you would, Ethan.” Killian still did not turn. “You showed them in the last war, anyhow. They don’t give out the Croix de Guerre for nothing, you know.”


“But that was the last war!” Ethan’s voice rose to a shrill sob. “I could show ’em now—I would too if Old Gluts Farr hadn’t got my leg—”


“Sure you would, Ethan.” Killian got up and sauntered casually over to the stove. “I think I’ll have some coffee anyhow. Have some with me?”


“T’hell with the coffee.” Ethan stumped into the back room and patted the large newspaper press affectionately. “’Morning, Gwen.” He stumped back into the front office.


Killian poured two mugs, took one over to Ethan. Ethan Droom was around sixty-five or seventy, a slight, stooped man with piercing brown eyes. His hands shook as he took the coffee. Killian went back to the stove and fussed around adding more coffee and water to the pot.


“You think I’m drunk!” accused Ethan shrilly.


“I know you are.”


Ethan laughed merrily. “Gnats! Best damn printer in the country,” he said.


Killian laughed, too. “My father always said you were. What’s good enough for my father’s good enough for me. The copy is pretty nearly ready for the first run—two, three, six, and seven. I’ve got to polish one editorial a little and check a couple of country correspondents. I got some job printing from Paul Huston yesterday. I put it on your desk. Take a look at it when you’ve got time. It’s nine by twelve handbills.”


Ethan brightened. “I always got time,” he said. “Guess I’ll have some more coffee.” He got up and walked more steadily. The coffee spilled when he poured it, but he got a second mug.


“Some sandwiches on the counter,” said Killian. “I didn’t have time to stop for breakfast. Sloppy Pete’s sent ’em over.”


“Gnats,” said Ethan, taking one. “I want to see about those handbills.” He went back into the pressroom. Killian typed a little longer, then got up and went over casually and shut the door between the rooms. Ethan was asleep, his head on his arms. Killian came back and cranked the phone and spoke into it in a low voice. “Two, ring five. Hello, Jean. It’s O.K. about that matter we were looking into. Sure, perfectly O.K. Asleep in the back room at the moment. How about those high school notes? Well, get them in this morning. I’m putting out a paper, not running a kindergarten. Never mind the alibis. Get them in!”


He hung up, grinning a little. After a moment he went back to his typing.


Small auburn-haired Celia Austen and a tall husky young man came in. They were an incongruous pair—she so tiny and he so big. There was an adoring look in her eyes, moreover, that was not in his. His manner was slightly condescending to her and short to the point of rudeness with Killian.


“Father wants to see you,” he announced, “right away.”


Killian tilted his chair back and surveyed him coldly. “You don’t say!”


“Killian!” said Celia.


“You’ll come, McBean,” said Dennis Farr, “if you know what’s good for you.”


Killian grinned, turned his back and went on typing.


Dennis Farr grew angry. “The nerve of a two-bit country editor with a mortgaged paper putting on airs with Bennet Farr!”


“Denny, dear, please!” said Celia rather helplessly. The air of efficiency which had surrounded her as a nurse’s aide at the scene of the accident was now gone. She looked harried and unhappy.


“Tell Bennet Farr,” said Killian distinctly, “to go to hell.” He added pleasantly, “And you go with him. Not you, Celia.”


“I ought to knock you down!” roared Dennis Farr.


Killian tilted his chair a little further back, dusting his hands casually. He looked Dennis Farr up and down and down and up, coldly.


“Please, Killian,” said Celia. “I think it’s a story, really I do. Father—Mr. Farr said it was the biggest story this town had had in years.”


“So he gives it to me. I’ll bet!”


“He—Mr. Farr was very upset. He said it would be a sensation.”


“Get thee behind me,” Killian could not completely conceal his interest, “but don’t shove!”


“He’s down at the Metropole.”


“The hotel? What’s he doing down there? What’s the matter with his own house?”


“That’s none of your damn business,” snapped Dennis Farr.


Celia put a soft hand on his arm. “We—don’t know, Killian. Honestly. He—seemed to be afraid of something.”


“My father is not afraid of anything!” roared Dennis.


“Darling, I didn’t mean—”


“You ought to watch what you say. You’re very inclined to be tactless, Celia.”


“I’m sorry, Denny.”


Dennis accepted this in grudging silence, glowering at Killian. “He wants you to go in the back way. The door’s open.”


Killian raised an eyebrow.


“Please, Killian,” said Celia.


Killian regarded her coldly, then shrugged. “I may drop in a little later. The front way. I’m busy now.”


“Why, you—” growled Dennis Farr.


“Come on, Denny,” pleaded Celia, her hand on his arm. Dennis allowed himself to be led away, protesting arrogantly.


“What happened to the amnesia girl?” asked Killian of Celia as she was halfway out of the door.


“She said she felt better. I left her lying down. She’s still pretty dazed and weak, and her head aches terribly. Old Doc left her a sedative but she hadn’t taken it. She’s worrying so about not knowing who she is. I should have stayed with her, but Denny needed me, and—”


“If Denny needed you,” said Killian critically, “You’d abandon a newborn baby in a blizzard.”


Killian went on typing for perhaps five minutes, crumbling sheets of paper and throwing them away. Finally he appeared satisfied. He cranked the phone and telephoned a brief account of the accident to a Chicago newspaper. Then he picked up the crumpled papers carefully and mopped the coffee Ethan had spilled. After putting on his coat and hat, he hesitated and at last went back to the pressroom for a final look at Ethan. He came out looking both worried and bewildered.


Ethan was not there.


Killian hesitated by the telephone, thought better of it, and went out the back door. Smoky brushed against his ankles. She sat down on the top step, dozing casually.


The one street of Cognac was without subterfuge, straight and to the point. It was nameless and referred to simply as The Road. The Road branched from the main highway at a distance of about three miles. After the one right angle turn at Indian Mound about half a mile north of Cognac proper, it ran straight through the town from north to south, a dead end street going nowhere else.


Houses faced each other on both sides of it, with farms reaching out behind them, and the stores were clustered opposite each other at the middle. The houses were mostly frame, usually white with green shutters. Only a few were newly painted, but all were clean and attractive. Service stars hung in many of the windows, some of them gold. Back on the hill to the south and set apart from the rest of the village, were two brick houses, much larger and more expensive than the rest, but not as homey. The newspaper office was at the extreme north end, the first house on entering Cognac by The Road. The hotel was in the middle, facing east, opposite the school and the post office.


Killian had a brisk stride, but it took him some time to walk the three blocks from his newspaper office to the hotel. He stopped to talk to everyone about everything. His interest was friendly, but quietly persistent. Questions formed themselves naturally.


“Hello, Eb. What’s this I hear about you selling a carload of hogs in Chicago? How much did you get a hundredweight? You don’t say. Not bad. Not bad at all. Say, I was talking to Dud Pounds the other day and he said you had your mother-in-law visiting you. That’d be Mrs.—let’s see, Sally was a Worth, wasn’t she?—Mrs. Worth. From—sure, Moline. How long’s she going to stay? Well, that’ll make a good visit. I’ll run a little notice about it; all your friends will be interested. And young Eb’s home on furlough? You don’t say. We’ll certainly have to get that in. Tell him to stop in the office before he goes back. Fine boy, young Eb. Did he tell you I looked him up at the camp when I went up to the city to the convention last week? Just got back last night, you know.”


He came to two young women. “’Morning. Are the new schoolteacher and the new assistant to the librarian out to see the sights before work? What do you know?”
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