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			Foreword: Urban Crime Short Stories
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			Growing up in the Virginia countryside, we’d all heard of the danger lurking at the other end of the highway. There was a city out there. The few people who’d survived a visit returned with tales of suffocating crowds, rampant crime, drive-by shootings, pickpockets, and other unmentionable terrors. And they all swore they’d never return. I imagined a midnight world where a tourist would be shot dead the second he stepped off the bus. The thought thrilled me. I could not stay away.

			This must be what the Victorians felt as populations shifted from farms and villages to the booming cities. During the decades following the Industrial Revolution, the metropolis came to symbolize crime, pollution, disease, and strange foreign immigrants. Cholera, yellow fever, and tuberculosis swept through cramped tenements, leaving horrific death in their wakes. Those who endured the disease, the toxic gas lighting, and the filthy air just might fall victim to thieves, swindlers, or serial killers like Jack the Ripper and H.H. Holmes.

			With their fingers always testing the pulse of their times, it seems inevitable that writers would find boundless inspiration in such an environment and its residents. Edgar Allan Poe’s narrator encounters ‘the type and the genius of deep crime’ among the teeming masses of London in his tale ‘The Man of the Crowd.’ In ‘The Traveler’s Story of a Terribly Strange Bed,’ Wilkie Collins describes the dangers that await a young visitor to a city populated with thieves conspiring to kill and rob him. Fyodor Dostoevsky’s Crime and Punishment shows just how easily such a visitor can become a murderer. A similar theme is explored in Oscar Wilde’s ‘Lord Arthur Saville’s Crime,’ in which the title character is also compelled to kill.

			Other authors romanticize the urban criminal, as do E.W. Hornung in his stories of the master criminal Raffles and Maurice Leblanc in his narratives of Arsène Lupin. Master criminals and gangs terrorize entire cities in works like Edgar Wallace’s When the Gangs Came to London and Jack London’s ‘Winged Blackmail.’

			Just when it seems the thugs and criminals have won the day, the master detective, in the form of Poe’s Auguste Dupin or Sir Arthur Conan Doyle’s Sherlock Holmes, arrives to expose their nefarious schemes in order to bring them to justice. As the twentieth century city gives birth to new dangers so too arrives another generation of fictional detectives from Melville Davisson Post, Baroness Orczy, and others. In the twenty-first century, the city is larger, darker, and more violent; and its criminals have previously unforeseen weapons and technology. In other words, today’s crime writer has more inspiration than ever.

			As you read the following stories, which trace the evolution of urban crime fiction from the nineteenth century until today, you just might experience something of the thrill their authors found in the cities they knew. Then you won’t be able to stay away.

			Christopher P. Semtner

			Curator

			Edgar Allan Poe Museum, Richmond, Virginia

		

	
		
			Publisher’s Note
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			The darker, more gritty types of crime that take place in large cities, are more likely to go unnoticed, perhaps. And the motives for committing such crimes tend to differ from those that take place in the countryside, or even in the suburbs. Early writers of the late nineteenth century such as Fyodor Dostoevsky and Fergus Hume set Crime and Punishment and The Mystery of a Hansom Cab in Saint Petersburg and Melbourne respectively, exploring how poverty and social class divides can cause motivation for crime. Edgar Allan Poe too was a very early contributor to urban stories, with ‘The Man of the Crowd’ and ‘The Murders in the Rue Morgue’ set in London and Paris. We have chosen not to include these stories here because they feature in our book Edgar Allan Poe Collection of Classic Tales, but hope that you will endeavor to read them if you haven’t. And they were only the beginning of the wealth of stories set in cities that came after them, including bleak depictions of New York from Irvin S. Cobb and Jack London’s tales of wealthy businessmen set in and around San Francisco. We hope this collection gives you a sense of the varied nature of urban crime, including some old favourites as well as stories and writers you may not have come across before.

			We had a fantastic number of contemporary submissions, and have thoroughly enjoyed delving into authors’ stories. Making the final selection is always a tough decision, but ultimately we chose a collection of stories we hope sit alongside each other and with the classic fiction, to provide a fantastic Urban Crime Short Stories book for all to enjoy
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			Miss Bracegirdle Does Her Duty

			Stacy Aumonier
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			“This is the room, madame.”

			“Ah, thank you…thank you.”

			“Does it appear satisfactory to madame?”

			“Oh, yes, thank you…quite.”

			“Does madame require anything further?”

			“Er – if not too late, may I have a hot bath?”

			“Parfaitement, madame. The bathroom is at the end of the passage on the left. I will go and prepare it for madame.”

			“There is one thing more…. I have had a very long journey. I am very tired. Will you please see that I am not disturbed in the morning until I ring.”

			“Certainly, madame.”

			Millicent Bracegirdle was speaking the truth – she was tired. In the sleepy cathedral town of Easingstoke, from which she came, it was customary for everyone to speak the truth. It was customary, moreover, for everyone to lead simple, self-denying lives – to give up their time to good works and elevating thoughts. One had only to glance at little Miss Bracegirdle to see that in her were epitomized all the virtues and ideals of Easingstoke. Indeed, it was the pursuit of duty which had brought her to the Hôtel de l’Ouest at Bordeaux on this summer’s night. She had traveled from Easingstoke to London, then without a break to Dover, crossed that horrid stretch of sea to Calais, entrained for Paris, where she of necessity had to spend four hours – a terrifying experience – and then had come on to Bordeaux, arriving at midnight. The reason of this journey being that someone had to come to Bordeaux to meet her young sister-in-law, who was arriving the next day from South America. The sister-in-law was married to a missionary in Paraguay, but the climate not agreeing with her, she was returning to England. Her dear brother, the dean, would have come himself, but the claims on his time were so extensive, the parishioners would miss him so; it was clearly Millicent’s duty to go.

			She had never been out of England before, and she had a horror of travel, and an ingrained distrust of foreigners. She spoke a little French – sufficient for the purposes of travel and for obtaining any modest necessities, but not sufficient for carrying on any kind of conversation. She did not deplore this latter fact, for she was of opinion that French people were not the kind of people that one would naturally want to have conversation with; broadly speaking, they were not quite ‘nice,’ in spite of their ingratiating manners.

			The dear dean had given her endless advice, warning her earnestly not to enter into conversation with strangers, to obtain all information from the police, railway officials – in fact, any one in an official uniform. He deeply regretted to say that he was afraid that France was not a country for a woman to travel about in alone. There were loose, bad people about, always on the look-out…. He really thought perhaps he ought not to let her go. It was only by the utmost persuasion, in which she rather exaggerated her knowledge of the French language and character, her courage, and indifference to discomfort, that she managed to carry the day.

			She unpacked her valise, placed her things about the room, tried to thrust back the little stabs of homesickness as she visualized her darling room at the deanery. How strange and hard and unfriendly seemed these foreign hotel bedrooms – heavy and depressing, no chintz and lavender and photographs of…all the dear family, the dean, the nephews and nieces, the interior of the cathedral during harvest festival, no samplers and needlework or coloured reproductions of the paintings by Marcus Stone. Oh dear, how foolish she was! What did she expect?

			She disrobed and donned a dressing-gown; then, armed with a sponge-bag and towel, she crept timidly down the passage to the bathroom, after closing her bedroom door and turning out the light. The gay bathroom cheered her. She wallowed luxuriously in the hot water, regarding her slim legs with quiet satisfaction. And for the first time

			since leaving home there came to her a pleasant moment – a sense of enjoyment in her adventure. After all, it was rather an adventure, and her life had been peculiarly devoid of it. What queer lives some people must live, traveling about, having experiences! How old was she? Not really old – not by any means. Forty-two? Forty-three? She had shut herself up so. She hardly ever regarded the potentialities of age. As the world went, she was a well-preserved woman for her age. A life of self-abnegation, simple living, healthy walking and fresh air, had kept her younger than these hurrying, pampered city people.

			Love? Yes, once when she was a young girl… He was a schoolmaster, a most estimable kind gentleman. They were never engaged – not actually, but it was a kind of understood thing. For three years it went on, this pleasant understanding and friendship. He was so gentle, so distinguished and considerate. She would have been happy to have continued in this strain for ever. But there was something lacking. Stephen had curious restless lapses. From the physical aspect of marriage she shrunk – yes, even with Stephen, who was gentleness and kindness itself. And then one day… one day he went away – vanished, and never returned. They told her he had married one of the country girls – a girl who used to work in Mrs. Forbes’s dairy – not a very nice girl, she feared, one of these fast, pretty, foolish women. Heigho! Well, she had lived that down, destructive as the blow appeared at the time. One lives everything down in time. There is always work, living for others, faith, duty. …At the same time she could sympathize with people who found satisfaction in unusual experiences.

			There would be lots to tell the dear dean when she wrote to him on the morrow; nearly losing her spectacles on the restaurant car; the amusing remarks of an American child on the train to Paris; the curious food everywhere, nothing simple and plain; the two English ladies at the hotel in Paris who told her about the death of their uncle – the poor man being taken ill on Friday and dying on Sunday afternoon, just before tea-time; the kindness of the hotel proprietor who had sat up for her; the prettiness of the chambermaid. Oh, yes, every one was really very kind. The French people, after all, were very nice. She had seen nothing – nothing but was quite nice and decorous. There would be lots to tell the dean tomorrow.

			Her body glowed with the friction of the towel. She again donned her night attire and her thick, woollen dressing- gown. She tidied up the bathroom carefully in exactly the same way she was accustomed to do at home, then once more gripping her sponge-bag and towel, and turning out the light, she crept down the passage to her room. Entering the room she switched on the light and shut the door quickly. Then one of those ridiculous things happened – just the kind of thing you would expect to happen in a foreign hotel. The handle of the door came off in her hand.

			She ejaculated a quiet ‘Bother!’ and sought to replace it with one hand, the other being occupied with the towel and sponge-bag. In doing this she behaved foolishly, for thrusting the knob carelessly against the steel pin – without properly securing it – she only succeeded in pushing the pin farther into the door and the knob was not adjusted. She uttered another little ‘Bother!’ and put her sponge-bag and towel down on the floor. She then tried to recover the pin with her left hand, but it had gone in too far.

			“How very foolish!” she thought, “I shall have to ring for the chambermaid – and perhaps the poor girl has gone to bed.”

			She turned and faced the room, and suddenly the awful horror was upon her. There was a man asleep in her bed!

			The sight of that swarthy face on the pillow, with its black tousled hair and heavy moustache, produced in her the most terrible moment of her life. Her heart nearly stopped. For some seconds she could neither think nor scream, and her first thought was: “I mustn’t scream!”

			She stood there like one paralysed, staring at the man’s head and the great curved hunch of his body under the clothes. When she began to think she thought very quickly, and all her thoughts worked together. The first vivid realization was that it wasn’t the man’s fault; it was her fault. She was in the wrong room. It was the man’s room. The rooms were identical, but there were all his things about, his clothes thrown carelessly over chairs, his collar and tie on the wardrobe, his great heavy boots and the strange yellow trunk. She must get out somehow, anyhow.

			She clutched once more at the door, feverishly driving her finger-nails into the hole where the elusive pin had vanished. She tried to force her fingers in the crack and open the door that way, but it was of no avail. She was to all intents and purposes locked in – locked in a bedroom in a strange hotel alone with a man…a foreigner…a Frenchman! She must think. She must think. …She switched off the light. If the light was off he might not wake up. It might give her time to think how to act. It was surprising that he had not awakened. If he did wake up, what would

			he do? How could she explain herself? He wouldn’t believe her. No one would believe her. In an English hotel it would be difficult enough, but here where she wasn’t known, where they were all foreigners and consequently antagonistic …merciful heavens!

			She must get out. Should she wake the man? No, she couldn’t do that. He might murder her. He might …Oh, it was too awful to contemplate! Should she scream? Ring for the chambermaid? But no, it would be the same thing. People would come rushing. They would find her there in the strange man’s bedroom after midnight – she, Millicent Bracegirdle, sister of the Dean of Easingstoke!

			Visions of Easingstoke flashed through her alarmed mind. Visions of the news arriving, women whispering around tea-tables: ‘Have you heard, my dear? …Really no one would have imagined! Her poor brother! He will of course have to resign, you know, my dear. Have a little more cream, my love.’

			Would they put her in prison? She might be in the room for the purpose of stealing or …She might be in the room for the purpose of breaking every one of the ten commandments. There was no explaining it away. She was a ruined woman, suddenly and irretrievably, unless she could open the door. The chimney? Should she climb up the chimney? But where would that lead to? And then she visualized the man pulling her down by her legs when she was already smothered in soot. Any moment he might wake up….

			She thought she heard the chambermaid going along the passage. If she had wanted to scream, she ought to have screamed before. The maid would know she had left the bathroom some minutes ago. Was she going to her room? Suddenly she remembered that she had told the chambermaid that she was not to be disturbed until she rang the next morning. That was something. Nobody would be going to her room to find out that she was not there.

			An abrupt and desperate plan formed in her mind. It was already getting on for one o’clock. The man was probably a quite harmless commercial traveler or business man. He would probably get up about seven or eight o’clock, dress quickly, and go out. She would hide under his bed until he went. Only a matter of a few hours. Men don’t look under their beds, although she made a religious practice of doing so herself. When he went he would be sure to open the door all right. The handle would be lying on the floor as though it had dropped off in the night. He would probably ring for the chamber-maid or open it with a penknife. Men were so clever at those things. When he had gone she would creep out and steal back to her room, and then there would be no necessity to give any explanation to any one. But heavens! What an experience! Once under the white frill of that bed she would be safe till the morning. In daylight nothing seemed so terrifying.

			With feline precaution she went down on her hands and knees and crept toward the bed. What a lucky thing there was that broad white frill! She lifted it at the foot of the bed and crept under. There was just sufficient depth to take her slim body. The floor was fortunately carpeted all over, but it seemed very close and dusty. Suppose she coughed or sneezed! Anything might happen. Of course it would be much more difficult to explain her presence under the bed than to explain her presence just inside the door. She held her breath in suspense. No sound came from above, but under this frill it was difficult to hear anything. It was almost more nerve-racking than hearing everything …listening for signs and portents. This temporary escape in any case would give her time to regard the predicament detachedly. Up to the present she had not been able to visualize the full significance of her action. She had in truth lost her head. She had been like a wild animal, consumed with the sole idea of escape …a mouse or a cat would do this kind of thing – take cover and lie low. If only it hadn’t all happened abroad! She tried to frame sentences of explanation in French, but French escaped her. And then – they talked so rapidly, these people. They didn’t listen. The situation was intolerable. Would she be able to endure a night of it?

			At present she was not altogether uncomfortable, only stuffy and …very, very frightened. But she had to face six or seven or eight hours of it – perhaps even then discovery in the end! The minutes flashed by as she turned the matter over and over in her head. There was no solution. She began to wish she had screamed or awakened the man. She saw now that that would have been the wisest and most politic thing to do; but she had allowed ten minutes or a quarter of an hour to elapse from the moment when the chambermaid would know that she had left the bathroom. They would want an explanation of what she had been doing in the man’s bedroom all that time. Why hadn’t she screamed before?

			She lifted the frill an inch or two and listened. She thought she heard the man breathing but she couldn’t be sure. In any case it gave her more air. She became a little bolder, and thrust her face partly through the frill so that she could breathe freely. She tried to steady her nerves by concentrating on the fact that – well, there it was. She had done it. She must make the best of it. Perhaps it would be all right after all.

			“Of course I shan’t sleep,” she kept on thinking, “I shan’t be able to. In any case it will be safer not to sleep. I must be on the watch.”

			She set her teeth and waited grimly. Now that she had made up her mind to see the thing through in this manner she felt a little calmer. She almost smiled as she reflected that there would certainly be something to tell the dear dean when she wrote to him tomorrow. How would he take it? Of course he would believe it – he had never doubted a single word that she had uttered in her life – but the story would sound so …preposterous. In Easingstoke it would be almost impossible to envisage such an experience. She, Millicent Bracegirdle, spending a night under a strange man’s bed in a foreign hotel! What would those women think? Fanny Shields and that garrulous old Mrs Rusbridger? Perhaps …yes, perhaps it would be advisable to tell the dear dean to let the story go no further. One could hardly expect Mrs Rushbridger to …not make implications …exaggerate.

			Oh, dear! What were they all doing now? They would be all asleep, everyone in Easingstoke. Her dear brother always retired at ten-fifteen. He would be sleeping calmly and placidly, the sleep of the just …breathing the clear sweet air of Sussex, not this – oh, it was stuffy! She felt a great desire to cough. She mustn’t do that. Yes, at nine- thirty all the servants summoned to the library – a short service – never more than fifteen minutes, her brother didn’t believe in a great deal of ritual – then at ten o’clock cocoa for every one. At ten-fifteen bed for every one. The dear sweet bedroom with the narrow white bed, by the side of which she had knelt every night as long as she could remember – even in her dear mother’s day – and said her prayers.

			Prayers! Yes, that was a curious thing. This was the first night in her life’s experience that she had not said her prayers on retiring. The situation was certainly very peculiar …exceptional, one might call it. God would understand and forgive such a lapse. And yet after all, why …what was to prevent her saying her prayers? Of course she couldn’t kneel in the proper devotional attitude, that would be a physical impossibility; nevertheless, perhaps her prayers might be just as efficacious …if they came from the heart. So little Miss Bracegirdle curved her body and placed her hands in a devout attitude in front of her face and quite inaudibly murmured her prayers under the strange man’s bed.

			“Our Father which art in heaven, Hallowed be Thy name. Thy kingdom come. Thy will be done in earth as it is in heaven; Give us this day our daily bread. And forgive us our trespasses….”

			Trespasses! Yes, surely she was trespassing on this occasion, but God would understand. She had not wanted to trespass. She was an unwitting sinner. Without uttering a sound she went through her usual prayers in her heart. At the end she added fervently:

			“Please God protect me from the dangers and perils of this night.”

			Then she lay silent and inert, strangely soothed by the effort of praying. “After all,” she thought, “it isn’t the attitude which matters – it is that which occurs deep down in us.”

			For the first time she began to meditate – almost to question – church forms and dogma. If an attitude was not indispensable, why a building, a ritual, a church at all? Of course her dear brother couldn’t be wrong, the church was so old, so very old, its root deep buried in the story of human life, it was only that …well, outward forms could be misleading. Her own present position for instance. In the eyes of the world she had, by one silly careless little action, convicted herself of being the breaker of every single one of the ten commandments.

			She tried to think of one of which she could not be accused. But no – even to dis-honouring her father and mother, bearing false witness, stealing, coveting her neighbour’s …husband! That was the worst thing of all. Poor man! He might be a very pleasant honourable married gentleman with children and she – she was in a position to compromise him! Why hadn’t she screamed? Too late! Too late!

			It began to get very uncomfortable, stuffy, but at the same time draughty, and the floor was getting harder every minute. She changed her position stealthily and controlled her desire to cough. Her heart was beating rapidly. Over and over again recurred the vivid impression of every little incident and argument that had occurred to her from the moment she left the bathroom. This must, of course, be the room next to her own. So confusing, with perhaps twenty

			bedrooms all exactly alike on one side of a passage – how was one to remember whether one’s number was 115 or 116?

			Her mind began to wander idly off into her school-days. She was always very bad at figures. She disliked Euclid and all those subjects about angles and equations – so unimportant, not leading anywhere. History she liked, and botany, and reading about strange foreign lands, although she had always been too timid to visit them. And the lives of great people, most fascinating – Oliver Cromwell, Lord Beaconsfield, Lincoln, Grace Darling – there was a heroine for you – General Booth, a great, good man, even if a little vulgar. She remembered dear old Miss Trimming talking about him one afternoon at the vicar of St. Bride’s garden party. She was so amusing. She …Good heavens!

			Almost unwittingly, Millicent Bracegirdle had emitted a violent sneeze!

			It was finished! For the second time that night she was conscious of her heart nearly stopping. For the second time that night she was so paralysed with fear that her mentality went to pieces. Now she would hear the man get out of bed. He would walk across to the door, switch on the light, and then lift up the frill. She could almost see that fierce moustached face glaring at her and growling something in French. Then he would thrust out an arm and drag her out. And then? O God in heaven! What then?…

			“I shall scream before he does it. Perhaps I had better scream now. If he drags me out he will clap his hand over my mouth. Perhaps chloroform…”

			But somehow she could not scream. She was too frightened even for that. She lifted the frill and listened. Was he moving stealthily across the carpet? She thought – no, she couldn’t be sure. Anything might be happening. He might strike her from above – with one of those heavy boots perhaps. Nothing seemed to be happening, but the suspense was intolerable. She realized now that she hadn’t the power to endure a night of it. Anything would be better than this – disgrace, imprisonment, even death. She would crawl out, wake the man, and try and explain as best she could.

			She would switch on the light, cough, and say: “Monsieur!” Then he would start up and stare at her. Then she would say – what should she say? “Pardon, monsieur, mais je—” What on earth was the French for “I have made a mistake.” “J’ai tort. C’est la chambre – er – incorrect. Voulez-vous – er—”

			What was the French for “door-knob,” “let me go?”

			It didn’t matter. She would turn on the light, cough and trust to luck. If he got out of bed, and came toward her, she would scream the hotel down. …

			The resolution formed, she crawled deliberately out at the foot of the bed. She scrambled hastily toward the door – a perilous journey. In a few seconds the room was flooded with light. She turned toward the bed, coughed, and cried out boldly:

			“Monsieur!”

			Then, for the third time that night, little Miss Bracegirdle’s heart all but stopped. In this case the climax of the horror took longer to develop, but when it was reached, it clouded the other two experiences into insignificance.

			The man on the bed was dead! She had never beheld death before, but one does not mistake death. She stared at him bewildered, and repeated almost in a whisper: “Monsieur! …Monsieur!”

			Then she tiptoed toward the bed. The hair and moustache looked extraordinarily black in that grey, wax-like setting. The mouth was slightly open, and the face, which in life might have been vicious and sensual, looked incredibly peaceful and far away. It was as though she were regarding the features of a man across some vast passage of time, a being who had always been completely remote from mundane preoccupations.

			When the full truth came home to her, little Miss Bracegirdle buried her face in her hands and murmured: “Poor fellow …poor fellow!”

			For the moment her own position seemed an affair of small consequence. She was in the presence of something greater and more all-pervading. Almost instinctively she knelt by the bed and prayed.

			For a few moments she seemed to be possessed by an extraordinary calmness and detachment. The burden of her hotel predicament was a gossamer trouble – a silly, trivial, almost comic episode, something that could be explained away.

			But this man – he had lived his life, whatever it was like, and now he was in the presence of his Maker. What kind of man had he been?

			Her meditations were broken by an abrupt sound. It was that of a pair of heavy boots being thrown down by the door outside. She started, thinking at first it was someone knocking or trying to get in. She heard the ‘boots,’ however, stumping away down the corridor, and the realization stabbed her with the truth of her own position. She mustn’t stop there. The necessity to get out was even more urgent.

			To be found in a strange man’s bedroom in the night is bad enough, but to be found in a dead man’s bedroom was even worse. They could accuse her of murder, perhaps. Yes, that would be it – how could she possibly explain to these foreigners? Good God! they would hang her. No, guillotine her, that’s what they do in France. They would chop her head off with a great steel knife. Merciful heavens! She envisaged herself standing blindfold, by a priest and an executioner in a red cap, like that man in the Dickens story – what was his name? … Sydney Carton, that was it, and before he went on the scaffold he said:

			“It is a far, far better thing that I do than I have ever done.”

			But no, she couldn’t say that. It would be a far, far worse thing that she did. What about the dear dean? Her sister-in- law arriving alone from Paraguay tomorrow? All her dear people and friends in Easingstoke? Her darling Tony, the large grey tabby cat? It was her duty not to have her head chopped off if it could possibly be avoided. She could do no good in the room. She could not recall the dead to life. Her only mission was to escape. Any minute people might arrive. The chambermaid, the boots, the manager, the gendarmes. …Visions of gendarmes arriving armed with swords and note-books vitalized her almost exhausted energies. She was a desperate woman. Fortunately now she had not to worry about the light. She sprang once more at the door and tried to force it open with her fingers. The result hurt her and gave her pause. If she was to escape she must think, and think intensely. She mustn’t do anything rash and silly, she must just think and plan calmly.

			She examined the lock carefully. There was no keyhole, but there was a slip-bolt, so that the hotel guest could lock the door on the inside, but it couldn’t be locked on the outside. Oh, why didn’t this poor dear dead man lock his door last night? Then this trouble could not have happened. She could see the end of the steel pin. It was about half an inch down the hole. If any one was passing they must surely notice the handle sticking out foot far the other side! She drew a hairpin out of her hair and tried to coax the pin back, but she only succeeded in pushing it a little farther in. She felt the colour leaving her face, and a strange feeling of faintness come over her.

			She was fighting for her life, she mustn’t give way. She darted round the room like an animal in a trap, her mind alert for the slightest crevice of escape. The window had no balcony and there was a drop of five stories to the street below. Dawn was breaking. Soon the activities of the hotel and the city would begin. The thing must be accomplished before then.

			She went back once more and stared at the lock. She stared at the dead man’s property, his razors, and brushes, and writing materials, pens and pencils and rubber and sealing-wax….Sealing-wax!

			Necessity is truly the mother of invention. It is in any case quite certain that Millicent Bracegirdle, who had never invented a thing in her life, would never have evolved the ingenious little device she did, had she not believed that her position was utterly desperate. For in the end this is what she did. She got together a box of matches, a candle, a bar of sealing-wax, and a hairpin. She made a little pool of hot sealing-wax, into which she dipped the end of the hairpin. Collecting a small blob on the end of it she thrust it into the hole, and let it adhere to the end of the steel pin. At the seventh attempt she got the thing to move. It took her just an hour and ten minutes to get that steel pin back into the room, and when at length it came far enough through for her to grip it with her finger-nails, she burst into tears through the sheer physical tension of the strain. Very, very carefully she pulled it through, and holding it firmly with her left hand she fixed the knob with her right, then slowly turned it. The door opened!

			The temptation to dash out into the corridor and scream with relief was almost irresistible, but she forbore. She listened; she peeped out. No one was about. With beating heart, she went out, closing the door inaudibly. She crept like a little mouse to the room next door, stole in and flung herself on her bed. Immediately she did so it flashed through her mind that she had left her sponge-bag and towel in the dead man’s room!

			In looking back upon her experience she always considered that that second expedition was the worst of all. She might have left the sponge-bag and towel there, only that the towel – she never used hotel towels – had neatly inscribed in the corner ‘M. B.’

			With furtive caution she managed to retrace her steps. She re-entered the dead man’s room, reclaimed her property, and returned to her own. When this mission was accomplished she was indeed well-nigh spent. She lay on her bed and groaned feebly. At last she fell into a fevered sleep….

			It was eleven o’clock when she awoke and no one had been to disturb her. The sun was shining, and the experiences of the night appeared a dubious nightmare. Surely she had dreamt it all?

			With dread still burning in her heart she rang the bell. After a short interval of time the chambermaid appeared. The girl’s eyes were bright with some uncontrollable excitement. No, she had not been dreaming. This girl had heard something.

			“Will you bring me some tea, please?” “Certainly, madame.”

			The maid drew back the curtains and fussed about the room. She was under a pledge of secrecy, but she could contain herself no longer. Suddenly she approached the bed and whispered excitedly:

			“Oh, madame, I have promised not to tell …but a terrible thing has happened. A man, a dead man, has been found in room 117 – a guest. Please not to say I tell you. But they have all been there, the gendarmes, the doctors, the inspectors. Oh, it is terrible …terrible.”

			The little lady in the bed said nothing. There was indeed nothing to say. But Marie Louise Lancret was too full of emotional excitement to spare her.

			“But the terrible thing is – Do you know who he was, madame? They say it is Boldhu, the man wanted for the murder of Jeanne Carreton in the barn at Vincennes. They say he strangled her, and then cut her up in pieces and hid her in two barrels which he threw into the river. …Oh, but he was a bad man, madame, a terrible bad man …and he died in the room next door …suicide, they think; or was it an attack of the heart? …Remorse, some shock perhaps. …Did you say a café complet, madame?”

			“No, thank you, my dear …just a cup of tea …strong tea…”

			“Parfaitement, madame.”

			The girl retired, and a little later a waiter entered the room with a tray of tea. She could never get over her surprise at this. It seemed so – well, indecorous for a man – although only a waiter – to enter a lady’s bedroom. There was no doubt a great deal in what the dear dean said. They were certainly very peculiar, these French people – they had most peculiar notions. It was not the way they behaved at Easingstoke. She got farther under the sheets, but the waiter appeared quite indifferent to the situation. He put the tray down and retired.

			When he had gone she sat up and sipped her tea, which gradually warmed her. She was glad the sun was shining. She would have to get up soon. They said that her sister-in-law’s boat was due to berth at one o’clock. That would give her time to dress comfortably, write to her brother, and then go down to the docks. Poor man! So he had been a murderer, a man who cut up the bodies of his victims …and she had spent the night in his bedroom! They were certainly a most – how could she describe it? – people. Nevertheless she felt a little glad that at the end she had been there to kneel and pray by his bedside. Probably nobody else had ever done that. It was very difficult to judge people. …Something at some time might have gone wrong. He might not have murdered the woman after all. People were often wrongly convicted. She herself …If the police had found her in that room at three o’clock that morning …It is that which takes place in the heart which counts. One learns and learns. Had she not learnt that one can pray just as effectively lying under a bed as kneeling beside it? …Poor man!

			She washed and dressed herself and walked calmly down to the writing-room. There was no evidence of excitement among the other hotel guests. Probably none of them knew about the tragedy except herself. She went to a writing- table, and after profound meditation wrote as follows:

			My dear Brother,

			I arrived late last night after a very pleasant journey. Every one was very kind and attentive, the manager was sitting up for me. I nearly lost my spectacle case in the restaurant car! But a kind old gentleman found it and returned it to me. There was a most amusing American child on the train. I will tell you about her on my return. The people are very pleasant, but the food is peculiar, nothing plain and wholesome. I am going down to meet Annie at one o’clock. How have you been keeping, my dear? I hope you have not had any further return of the bronchial attacks.

			Please tell Lizzie that I remembered in the train on the way here that that large stone jar of marmalade that Mrs. Hunt made is behind those empty tins in the top shelf of the cupboard next to the coach-house. I wonder whether Mrs. Butler was able to come to evensong after all? This is a nice hotel, but I think Annie and I will stay at the ‘Grand’ tonight, as the bedrooms here are rather noisy. Well, my dear, nothing more till I return. Do take care of yourself. 

			Your loving sister, 

			Millicent

			Yes, she couldn’t tell Peter about it, neither in the letter nor when she went back to him. It was her duty not to tell him. It would only distress him; she felt convinced of it In this curious foreign atmosphere the thing appeared possible, but in Easingstoke the mere recounting of the fantastic situations would be positively …indelicate. There was no escaping that broad general fact – she had spent a night in a strange man’s bedroom. Whether he was a gentleman or a criminal, even whether he was dead or alive, did not seem to mitigate the jar upon her sensibilities, or rather it would not mitigate the jar upon the peculiarly sensitive relationship between her brother and herself. To say that she had been to the bathroom, the knob of the door-handle came off in her hand, she was too frightened to awaken the sleeper or scream, she got under the bed – well, it was all perfectly true. Peter would believe her, but – one simply could not conceive such a situation in Easingstoke deanery. It would create a curious little barrier between them, as though she had been dipped in some mysterious solution which alienated her. It was her duty not to tell.

			She put on her hat, and went out to post the letter. She distrusted an hotel letter-box. One never knew who handled these letters. It was not a proper official way of treating them. She walked to the head post office in Bordeaux.

			The sun was shining. It was very pleasant walking about amongst these queer excitable people, so foreign and different-looking – and the cafés already crowded with chattering men and women, and the flower stalls, and the strange odour of – what was it? Salt? Brine? Charcoal? …A military band was playing in the square …very gay and moving. It was all life, and movement, and bustle …thrilling rather.

			“I spent a night in a strange man’s bedroom.”

			Little Miss Bracegirdle hunched her shoulders, murmured to herself, and walked faster. She reached the post office and found the large metal plate with the slot for letters and ‘R.F.’ stamped above it. Something official at last! Her face was a little flushed – was it the warmth of the day or the contact of movement and life? – as she put her letter into the slot. After posting it she put her hand into the slot and flicked it round to see that there were no foreign contraptions to impede its safe delivery. No, the letter had dropped safely in. She sighed contentedly and walked off in the direction of the docks to meet her sister- in-law from Paraguay.
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			The Absent-Minded Coterie

			Robert Barr
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			Some years ago I enjoyed the unique experience of pursuing a man for one crime, and getting evidence against him of another. He was innocent of the misdemeanour, the proof of which I sought, but was guilty of another most serious offence, yet he and his confederates escaped scot-free in circumstances which I now purpose to relate.

			You may remember that in Rudyard Kipling’s story, Bedalia Herodsfoot, the unfortunate woman’s husband ran the risk of being arrested as a simple drunkard, at a moment when the blood of murder was upon his boots. The case of Ralph Summertrees was rather the reverse of this. The English authorities were trying to fasten upon him a crime almost as important as murder, while I was collecting evidence which proved him guilty of an action much more momentous than that of drunkenness.

			The English authorities have always been good enough, when they recognise my existence at all, to look down upon me with amused condescension. If today you ask Spenser Hale, of Scotland Yard, what he thinks of Eugène Valmont, that complacent man will put on the superior smile which so well becomes him, and if you are a very intimate friend of his, he may draw down the lid of his right eye, as he replies –

			“Oh, yes, a very decent fellow, Valmont, but he’s a Frenchman,” as if, that said, there was no need of further inquiry.

			Myself, I like the English detective very much, and if I were to be in a mêlée tomorrow, there is no man I would rather find beside me than Spenser Hale. In any situation where a fist that can fell an ox is desirable, my friend Hale is a useful companion, but for intellectuality, mental acumen, finesse – ah, well! I am the most modest of men, and will say nothing.

			It would amuse you to see this giant come into my room during an evening, on the bluff pretence that he wishes to smoke a pipe with me. There is the same difference between this good-natured giant and myself as exists between that strong black pipe of his and my delicate cigarette, which I smoke feverishly when he is present, to protect myself from the fumes of his terrible tobacco. I look with delight upon the huge man, who, with an air of the utmost good humour, and a twinkle in his eye as he thinks he is twisting me about his finger, vainly endeavours to obtain a hint regarding whatever case is perplexing him at that moment. I baffle him with the ease that an active greyhound eludes the pursuit of a heavy mastiff, then at last I say to him with a laugh –

			“Come mon ami Hale, tell me all about it, and I will help you if I can.”

			Once or twice at the beginning he shook his massive head, and replied the secret was not his. The last time he did this I assured him that what he said was quite correct, and then I related full particulars of the situation in which he found himself, excepting the names, for these he had not mentioned. I had pieced together his perplexity from scraps of conversation in his half-hour’s fishing for my advice, which, of course, he could have had for the plain asking. Since that time he has not come to me except with cases he feels at liberty to reveal, and one or two complications I have happily been enabled to unravel for him.

			But, staunch as Spenser Hale holds the belief that no detective service on earth can excel that centring in Scotland Yard, there is one department of activity in which even he confesses that Frenchmen are his masters, although he somewhat grudgingly qualifies his admission by adding that we in France are constantly allowed to do what is prohibited in England. I refer to the minute search of a house during the owner’s absence. If you read that excellent story, entitled The Purloined Letter, by Edgar Allan Poe, you will find a record of the kind of thing I mean, which is better than any description I, who have so often taken part in such a search, can set down.

			Now, these people among whom I live are proud of their phrase, ‘The Englishman’s house is his castle,’ and into that castle even a policeman cannot penetrate without a legal warrant. This may be all very well in theory, but if you are compelled to march up to a man’s house, blowing a trumpet, and rattling a snare drum, you need not be disappointed if you fail to find what you are in search of when all the legal restrictions are complied with. Of course, the English are a very excellent people, a fact to which I am always proud to bear testimony, but it must be admitted that for cold common sense the French are very much their superiors. In Paris, if I wish to obtain an incriminating document, I do not send the possessor a carte postale to inform him of my desire, and in this procedure the French people sanely acquiesce. I have known men who, when they go out to spend an evening on the boulevards, toss their bunch of keys to the concierge, saying –

			“If you hear the police rummaging about while I’m away, pray assist them, with an expression of my distinguished consideration.”

			I remember while I was chief detective in the service of the French Government being requested to call at a certain hour at the private hotel of the Minister for Foreign Affairs. It was during the time that Bismarck meditated a second attack upon my country, and I am happy to say that I was then instrumental in supplying the Secret Bureau with documents which mollified that iron man’s purpose, a fact which I think entitled me to my country’s gratitude, not that I ever even hinted such a claim when a succeeding ministry forgot my services. The memory of a republic, as has been said by a greater man than I, is short. However, all that has nothing to do with the incident I am about to relate. I merely mention the crisis to excuse a momentary forgetfulness on my part which in any other country might have been followed by serious results to myself. But in France—ah, we understand those things, and nothing happened.

			I am the last person in the world to give myself away, as they say in the great West. I am usually the calm, collected Eugène Valmont whom nothing can perturb, but this was a time of great tension, and I had become absorbed. I was alone with the minister in his private house, and one of the papers he desired was in his bureau at the Ministry for Foreign Affairs; at least, he thought so, and said –

			“Ah, it is in my desk at the bureau. How annoying! I must send for it!”

			“No, Excellency,” I cried, springing up in a self-oblivion the most complete, “it is here.” Touching the spring of a secret drawer, I opened it, and taking out the document he wished, handed it to him.

			It was not until I met his searching look, and saw the faint smile on his lips that I realised what I had done.

			“Valmont,” he said quietly, “on whose behalf did you search my house?”

			“Excellency,” I replied in tones no less agreeable than his own, “tonight at your orders I pay a domiciliary visit to the mansion of Baron Dumoulaine, who stands high in the estimation of the President of the French Republic. If either of those distinguished gentlemen should learn of my informal call and should ask me in whose interests I made the domiciliary visit, what is it you wish that I should reply?”

			“You should reply, Valmont, that you did it in the interests of the Secret Service.”

			“I shall not fail to do so, Excellency, and in answer to your question just now, I had the honour of searching this mansion in the interests of the Secret Service of France.”

			The Minister for Foreign Affairs laughed; a hearty laugh that expressed no resentment.

			“I merely wished to compliment you, Valmont, on the efficiency of your search, and the excellence of your memory. This is indeed the document which I thought was left in my office.”

			I wonder what Lord Lansdowne would say if Spenser Hale showed an equal familiarity with his private papers! But now that we have returned to our good friend Hale, we must not keep him waiting any longer.

			* * *

			I well remember the November day when I first heard of the Summertrees case, because there hung over London a fog so thick that two or three times I lost my way, and no cab was to be had at any price. The few cabmen then in the streets were leading their animals slowly along, making for their stables. It was one of those depressing London days which filled me with ennui and a yearning for my own clear city of Paris, where, if we are ever visited by a slight mist, it is at least clean, white vapour, and not this horrible London mixture saturated with suffocating carbon. The fog was too thick for any passer to read the contents bills of the newspapers plastered on the pavement, and as there were probably no races that day the newsboys were shouting what they considered the next most important event – the election of an American President. I bought a paper and thrust it into my pocket. It was late when I reached my flat, and, after dining there, which was an unusual thing for me to do, I put on my slippers, took an easy-chair before the fire, and began to read my evening journal. I was distressed to learn that the eloquent Mr. Bryan had been defeated. I knew little about the silver question, but the man’s oratorical powers had appealed to me, and my sympathy was aroused because he owned many silver mines, and yet the price of the metal was so low that apparently he could not make a living through the operation of them. But, of course, the cry that he was a plutocrat, and a reputed millionaire over and over again, was bound to defeat him in a democracy where the average voter is exceedingly poor and not comfortably well-to-do as is the case with our peasants in France. I always took great interest in the affairs of the huge republic to the west, having been at some pains to inform myself accurately regarding its politics, and although, as my readers know, I seldom quote anything complimentary that is said of me, nevertheless, an American client of mine once admitted that he never knew the true inwardness – I think that was the phrase he used – of American politics until he heard me discourse upon them. But then, he added, he had been a very busy man all his life.

			I had allowed my paper to slip to the floor, for in very truth the fog was penetrating even into my flat, and it was becoming difficult to read, notwithstanding the electric light. My man came in, and announced that Mr. Spenser Hale wished to see me, and, indeed, any night, but especially when there is rain or fog outside, I am more pleased to talk with a friend than to read a newspaper.

			“Mon Dieu, my dear Monsieur Hale, it is a brave man you are to venture out in such a fog as is abroad tonight.”

			“Ah, Monsieur Valmont,” said Hale with pride, “you cannot raise a fog like this in Paris!”

			“No. There you are supreme,” I admitted, rising and saluting my visitor, then offering him a chair.

			“I see you are reading the latest news,” he said, indicating my newspaper, “I am very glad that man Bryan is defeated. Now we shall have better times.”

			I waved my hand as I took my chair again. I will discuss many things with Spenser Hale, but not American politics; he does not understand them. It is a common defect of the English to suffer complete ignorance regarding the internal affairs of other countries.

			“It is surely an important thing that brought you out on such a night as this. The fog must be very thick in Scotland Yard.”

			This delicate shaft of fancy completely missed him, and he answered stolidly –

			“It’s thick all over London, and, indeed, throughout most of England.”

			“Yes, it is,” I agreed, but he did not see that either.

			Still a moment later he made a remark which, if it had come from some people I know, might have indicated a glimmer of comprehension.

			“You are a very, very clever man, Monsieur Valmont, so all I need say is that the question which brought me here is the same as that on which the American election was fought. Now, to a countryman, I should be compelled to give further explanation, but to you, monsieur, that will not be necessary.”

			There are times when I dislike the crafty smile and partial closing of the eyes which always distinguishes Spenser Hale when he places on the table a problem which he expects will baffle me. If I said he never did baffle me, I would be wrong, of course, for sometimes the utter simplicity of the puzzles which trouble him leads me into an intricate involution entirely unnecessary in the circumstances.

			I pressed my fingertips together, and gazed for a few moments at the ceiling. Hale had lit his black pipe, and my silent servant placed at his elbow the whisky and soda, then tiptoed out of the room. As the door closed my eyes came from the ceiling to the level of Hale’s expansive countenance.

			“Have they eluded you?” I asked quietly.

			“Who?”

			“The coiners.”

			Hale’s pipe dropped from his jaw, but he managed to catch it before it reached the floor. Then he took a gulp from the tumbler.

			“That was just a lucky shot,” he said.

			“Parfaitement,” I replied carelessly.

			“Now, own up, Valmont, wasn’t it?”

			I shrugged my shoulders. A man cannot contradict a guest in his own house.

			“Oh, stow that!” cried Hale impolitely. He is a trifle prone to strong and even slangy expressions when puzzled. “Tell me how you guessed it.”

			“It is very simple, mon ami. The question on which the American election was fought is the price of silver, which is so low that it has ruined Mr. Bryan, and threatens to ruin all the farmers of the west who possess silver mines on their farms. Silver troubled America, ergo silver troubles Scotland Yard.

			“Very well, the natural inference is that someone has stolen bars of silver. But such a theft happened three months ago, when the metal was being unloaded from a German steamer at Southampton, and my dear friend Spenser Hale ran down the thieves very cleverly as they were trying to dissolve the marks off the bars with acid. Now crimes do not run in series, like the numbers in roulette at Monte Carlo. The thieves are men of brains. They say to themselves, ‘What chance is there successfully to steal bars of silver while Mr. Hale is at Scotland Yard?’ Eh, my good friend?”

			“Really, Valmont,” said Hale, taking another sip, “sometimes you almost persuade me that you have reasoning powers.”

			“Thanks, comrade. Then it is not a theft of silver we have now to deal with. But the American election was fought on the price of silver. If silver had been high in cost, there would have been no silver question. So the crime that is bothering you arises through the low price of silver, and this suggests that it must be a case of illicit coinage, for there the low price of the metal comes in. You have, perhaps, found a more subtle illegitimate act going forward than heretofore. Someone is making your shillings and your half-crowns from real silver, instead of from baser metal, and yet there is a large profit which has not hitherto been possible through the high price of silver. With the old conditions you were familiar, but this new element sets at nought all your previous formulae. That is how I reasoned the matter out.”

			“Well, Valmont, you have hit it. I’ll say that for you; you have hit it. There is a gang of expert coiners who are putting out real silver money, and making a clear shilling on the half-crown. We can find no trace of the coiners, but we know the man who is shoving the stuff.”

			“That ought to be sufficient,” I suggested.

			“Yes, it should, but it hasn’t proved so up to date. Now I came tonight to see if you would do one of your French tricks for us, right on the quiet.”

			“What French trick, Monsieur Spenser Hale?” I inquired with some asperity, forgetting for the moment that the man invariably became impolite when he grew excited.

			“No offence intended,” said this blundering officer, who really is a good-natured fellow, but always puts his foot in it, and then apologises. “I want someone to go through a man’s house without a search warrant, spot the evidence, let me know, and then we’ll rush the place before he has time to hide his tracks.”

			“Who is this man, and where does he live?”

			“His name is Ralph Summertrees, and he lives in a very natty little bijou residence, as the advertisements call it, situated in no less a fashionable street than Park Lane.”

			“I see. What has aroused your suspicions against him?”

			“Well, you know, that’s an expensive district to live in; it takes a bit of money to do the trick. This Summertrees has no ostensible business, yet every Friday he goes to the United Capital Bank in Piccadilly, and deposits a bag of swag, usually all silver coin.”

			“Yes, and this money?”

			“This money, so far as we can learn, contains a good many of these new pieces which never saw the British Mint.”

			“It’s not all the new coinage, then?”

			“Oh, no, he’s a bit too artful for that. You see, a man can go round London, his pockets filled with new coinage five-shilling pieces, buy this, that, and the other, and come home with his change in legitimate coins of the realm – half-crowns, florins, shillings, sixpences, and all that.”

			“I see. Then why don’t you nab him one day when his pockets are stuffed with illegitimate five-shilling pieces?”

			“That could be done, of course, and I’ve thought of it, but you see, we want to land the whole gang. Once we arrested him, without knowing where the money came from, the real coiners would take flight.”

			“How do you know he is not the real coiner himself?”

			Now poor Hale is as easy to read as a book. He hesitated before answering this question, and looked confused as a culprit caught in some dishonest act.

			“You need not be afraid to tell me,” I said soothingly after a pause. “You have had one of your men in Mr. Summertrees’ house, and so learned that he is not the coiner. But your man has not succeeded in getting you evidence to incriminate other people.”

			“You’ve about hit it again, Monsieur Valmont. One of my men has been Summertrees’ butler for two weeks, but, as you say, he has found no evidence.”

			“Is he still butler?”

			“Yes.”

			“Now tell me how far you have got. You know that Summertrees deposits a bag of coin every Friday in the Piccadilly bank, and I suppose the bank has allowed you to examine one or two of the bags.”

			“Yes, sir, they have, but, you see, banks are very difficult to treat with. They don’t like detectives bothering round, and whilst they do not stand out against the law, still they never answer any more questions than they’re asked, and Mr. Summertrees has been a good customer at the United Capital for many years.”

			“Haven’t you found out where the money comes from?”

			“Yes, we have; it is brought there night after night by a man who looks like a respectable city clerk, and he puts it into a large safe, of which he holds the key, this safe being on the ground floor, in the dining-room.”

			“Haven’t you followed the clerk?”

			“Yes. He sleeps in the Park Lane house every night, and goes up in the morning to an old curiosity shop in Tottenham Court Road, where he stays all day, returning with his bag of money in the evening.”

			“Why don’t you arrest and question him?”

			“Well, Monsieur Valmont, there is just the same objection to his arrest as to that of Summertrees himself. We could easily arrest both, but we have not the slightest evidence against either of them, and then, although we put the go-betweens in clink, the worst criminals of the lot would escape.”

			“Nothing suspicious about the old curiosity shop?”

			“No. It appears to be perfectly regular.”

			“This game has been going on under your noses for how long?”

			“For about six weeks.”

			“Is Summertrees a married man?”

			“No.”

			“Are there any women servants in the house?”

			“No, except that three charwomen come in every morning to do up the rooms.”

			“Of what is his household comprised?”

			“There is the butler, then the valet, and last, the French cook.”

			“Ah,” cried I, “the French cook! This case interests me. So Summertrees has succeeded in completely disconcerting your man? Has he prevented him going from top to bottom of the house?”

			“Oh no, he has rather assisted him than otherwise. On one occasion he went to the safe, took out the money, had Podgers – that’s my chap’s name – help him to count it, and then actually sent Podgers to the bank with the bag of coin.”

			“And Podgers has been all over the place?”

			“Yes.”

			“Saw no signs of a coining establishment?”

			“No. It is absolutely impossible that any coining can be done there. Besides, as I tell you, that respectable clerk brings him the money.”

			“I suppose you want me to take Podgers’ position?”

			“Well, Monsieur Valmont, to tell you the truth, I would rather you didn’t. Podgers has done everything a man can do, but I thought if you got into the house, Podgers assisting, you might go through it night after night at your leisure.”

			“I see. That’s just a little dangerous in England. I think I should prefer to assure myself the legitimate standing of being the amiable Podgers’ successor. You say that Summertrees has no business?”

			“Well, sir, not what you might call a business. He is by the way of being an author, but I don’t count that any business.”

			“Oh, an author, is he? When does he do his writing?”

			“He locks himself up most of the day in his study.”

			“Does he come out for lunch?”

			“No; he lights a little spirit lamp inside, Podgers tells me, and makes himself a cup of coffee, which he takes with a sandwich or two.”

			“That’s rather frugal fare for Park Lane.”

			“Yes, Monsieur Valmont, it is, but he makes it up in the evening, when he has a long dinner with all them foreign kickshaws you people like, done by his French cook.”

			“Sensible man! Well, Hale, I see I shall look forward with pleasure to making the acquaintance of Mr. Summertrees. Is there any restriction on the going and coming of your man Podgers?”

			“None in the least. He can get away either night or day.”

			“Very good, friend Hale, bring him here tomorrow, as soon as our author locks himself up in his study, or rather, I should say, as soon as the respectable clerk leaves for Tottenham Court Road, which I should guess, as you put it, is about half an hour after his master turns the key of the room in which he writes.”

			“You are quite right in that guess, Valmont. How did you hit it?”

			“Merely a surmise, Hale. There is a good deal of oddity about that Park Lane house, so it doesn’t surprise me in the least that the master gets to work earlier in the morning than the man. I have also a suspicion that Ralph Summertrees knows perfectly well what the estimable Podgers is there for.”

			“What makes you think that?”

			“I can give no reason except that my opinion of the acuteness of Summertrees has been gradually rising all the while you were speaking, and at the same time my estimate of Podgers’ craft has been as steadily declining. However, bring the man here tomorrow, that I may ask him a few questions.”

			* * *

			Next day, about eleven o’clock, the ponderous Podgers, hat in hand, followed his chief into my room. His broad, impassive, immobile smooth face gave him rather more the air of a genuine butler than I had expected, and this appearance, of course, was enhanced by his livery. His replies to my questions were those of a well-trained servant who will not say too much unless it is made worth his while. All in all, Podgers exceeded my expectations, and really my friend Hale had some justification for regarding him, as he evidently did, a triumph in his line.

			“Sit down, Mr. Hale, and you, Podgers.”

			The man disregarded my invitation, standing like a statue until his chief made a motion; then he dropped into a chair. The English are great on discipline.

			“Now, Mr. Hale, I must first congratulate you on the make-up of Podgers. It is excellent. You depend less on artificial assistance than we do in France, and in that I think you are right.”

			“Oh, we know a bit over here, Monsieur Valmont,” said Hale, with pardonable pride.

			“Now then, Podgers, I want to ask you about this clerk. What time does he arrive in the evening?”

			“At prompt six, sir.”

			“Does he ring, or let himself in with a latchkey?”

			“With a latchkey, sir.”

			“How does he carry the money?”

			“In a little locked leather satchel, sir, flung over his shoulder.”

			“Does he go direct to the dining-room?”

			“Yes, sir.”

			“Have you seen him unlock the safe and put in the money?”

			“Yes, sir.”

			“Does the safe unlock with a word or a key?”

			“With a key, sir. It’s one of the old-fashioned kind.”

			“Then the clerk unlocks his leather money bag?”

			“Yes, sir.”

			“That’s three keys used within as many minutes. Are they separate or in a bunch?”

			“In a bunch, sir.”

			“Did you ever see your master with this bunch of keys?”

			“No, sir.”

			“You saw him open the safe once, I am told?”

			“Yes, sir.”

			“Did he use a separate key, or one of a bunch?”

			Podgers slowly scratched his head, then said,—

			“I don’t just remember, sir.”

			“Ah, Podgers, you are neglecting the big things in that house. Sure you can’t remember?”

			“No, sir.”

			“Once the money is in and the safe locked up, what does the clerk do?”

			“Goes to his room, sir.”

			“Where is this room?”

			“On the third floor, sir.”

			“Where do you sleep?”

			“On the fourth floor with the rest of the servants, sir.”

			“Where does the master sleep?”

			“On the second floor, adjoining his study.”

			“The house consists of four stories and a basement, does it?”

			“Yes, sir.”

			“I have somehow arrived at the suspicion that it is a very narrow house. Is that true?”

			“Yes, sir.”

			“Does the clerk ever dine with your master?”

			“No, sir. The clerk don’t eat in the house at all, sir.”

			“Does he go away before breakfast?”

			“No, sir.”

			“No one takes breakfast to his room?”

			“No, sir.”

			“What time does he leave the house?”

			“At ten o’clock, sir.”

			“When is breakfast served?”

			“At nine o’clock, sir.”

			“At what hour does your master retire to his study?”

			“At half-past nine, sir.”

			“Locks the door on the inside?”

			“Yes, sir.”

			“Never rings for anything during the day?”

			“Not that I know of, sir.”

			“What sort of a man is he?”

			Here Podgers was on familiar ground, and he rattled off a description minute in every particular.

			“What I meant was, Podgers, is he silent, or talkative, or does he get angry? Does he seem furtive, suspicious, anxious, terrorised, calm, excitable, or what?”

			“Well, sir, he is by way of being very quiet, never has much to say for himself; never saw him angry, or excited.”

			“Now, Podgers, you’ve been at Park Lane for a fortnight or more. You are a sharp, alert, observant man. What happens there that strikes you as unusual?”

			“Well, I can’t exactly say, sir,” replied Podgers, looking rather helplessly from his chief to myself, and back again.

			“Your professional duties have often compelled you to enact the part of butler before, otherwise you wouldn’t do it so well. Isn’t that the case.”

			Podgers did not reply, but glanced at his chief. This was evidently a question pertaining to the service, which a subordinate was not allowed to answer. However, Hale said at once—

			“Certainly. Podgers has been in dozens of places.”

			“Well, Podgers, just call to mind some of the other households where you have been employed, and tell me any particulars in which Mr. Summertrees’ establishment differs from them.”

			Podgers pondered a long time.

			“Well, sir, he do stick to writing pretty close.”

			“Ah, that’s his profession, you see, Podgers. Hard at it from half-past nine till towards seven, I imagine?”

			“Yes, sir.”

			“Anything else, Podgers? No matter how trivial.”

			“Well, sir, he’s fond of reading too; leastways, he’s fond of newspapers.”

			“When does he read?”

			“I’ve never seen him read ’em, sir; indeed, so far as I can tell, I never knew the papers to be opened, but he takes them all in, sir.”

			“What, all the morning papers?”

			“Yes, sir, and all the evening papers too.”

			“Where are the morning papers placed?”

			“On the table in his study, sir.”

			“And the evening papers?”

			“Well, sir, when the evening papers come, the study is locked. They are put on a side table in the dining-room, and he takes them upstairs with him to his study.”

			“This has happened every day since you’ve been there?”

			“Yes, sir.”

			“You reported that very striking fact to your chief, of course?”

			“No, sir, I don’t think I did,” said Podgers, confused.

			“You should have done so. Mr. Hale would have known how to make the most of a point so vital.”

			“Oh, come now, Valmont,” interrupted Hale, “you’re chaffing us. Plenty of people take in all the papers!”

			“I think not. Even clubs and hotels subscribe to the leading journals only. You said all, I think, Podgers?”

			“Well, nearly all, sir.”

			“But which is it? There’s a vast difference.”

			“He takes a good many, sir.”

			“How many?”

			“I don’t just know, sir.”

			“That’s easily found out, Valmont,” cried Hale, with some impatience, “if you think it really important.”

			“I think it so important that I’m going back with Podgers myself. You can take me into the house, I suppose, when you return?”

			“Oh, yes, sir.”

			“Coming back to these newspapers for a moment, Podgers. What is done with them?”

			“They are sold to the ragman, sir, once a week.”

			“Who takes them from the study?”

			“I do, sir.”

			“Do they appear to have been read very carefully?”

			“Well, no, sir; leastways, some of them seem never to have been opened, or else folded up very carefully again.”

			“Did you notice that extracts have been clipped from any of them?”

			“No, sir.”

			“Does Mr. Summertrees keep a scrapbook?”

			“Not that I know of, sir.”

			“Oh, the case is perfectly plain,” said I, leaning back in my chair, and regarding the puzzled Hale with that cherubic expression of self-satisfaction which I know is so annoying to him.

			“What’s perfectly plain?” he demanded, more gruffly perhaps than etiquette would have sanctioned.

			“Summertrees is no coiner, nor is he linked with any band of coiners.”

			“What is he, then?”

			“Ah, that opens another avenue of enquiry. For all I know to the contrary, he may be the most honest of men. On the surface it would appear that he is a reasonably industrious tradesman in Tottenham Court Road, who is anxious that there should be no visible connection between a plebian employment and so aristocratic a residence as that in Park Lane.”

			At this point Spenser Hale gave expression to one of those rare flashes of reason which are always an astonishment to his friends.

			“That is nonsense, Monsieur Valmont,” he said, “the man who is ashamed of the connection between his business and his house is one who is trying to get into Society, or else the women of his family are trying it, as is usually the case. Now Summertrees has no family. He himself goes nowhere, gives no entertainments, and accepts no invitations. He belongs to no club, therefore to say that he is ashamed of his connection with the Tottenham Court Road shop is absurd. He is concealing the connection for some other reason that will bear looking into.”

			“My dear Hale, the goddess of Wisdom herself could not have made a more sensible series of remarks. Now, mon ami, do you want my assistance, or have you enough to go on with?”

			“Enough to go on with? We have nothing more than we had when I called on you last night.”

			“Last night, my dear Hale, you supposed this man was in league with coiners. Today you know he is not.”

			“I know you say he is not.”

			I shrugged my shoulders, and raised my eyebrows, smiling at him.

			“It is the same thing, Monsieur Hale.”

			“Well, of all the conceited—” and the good Hale could get no further.

			“If you wish my assistance, it is yours.”

			“Very good. Not to put too fine a point upon it, I do.”

			“In that case, my dear Podgers, you will return to the residence of our friend Summertrees, and get together for me in a bundle all of yesterday’s morning and evening papers, that were delivered to the house. Can you do that, or are they mixed up in a heap in the coal cellar?”

			“I can do it, sir. I have instructions to place each day’s papers in a pile by itself in case they should be wanted again. There is always one week’s supply in the cellar, and we sell the papers of the week before to the rag men.”

			“Excellent. Well, take the risk of abstracting one day’s journals, and have them ready for me. I will call upon you at half-past three o’clock exactly, and then I want you to take me upstairs to the clerk’s bedroom in the third story, which I suppose is not locked during the daytime?”

			“No, sir, it is not.”

			With this the patient Podgers took his departure. Spenser Hale rose when his assistant left.

			“Anything further I can do?” he asked.

			“Yes; give me the address of the shop in Tottenham Court Road. Do you happen to have about you one of those new five-shilling pieces which you believe to be illegally coined?”

			He opened his pocket-book, took out the bit of white metal, and handed it to me.

			“I’m going to pass this off before evening,” I said, putting it in my pocket, “and I hope none of your men will arrest me.”

			“That’s all right,” laughed Hale as he took his leave.

			At half-past three Podgers was waiting for me, and opened the front door as I came up the steps, thus saving me the necessity of ringing. The house seemed strangely quiet. The French cook was evidently down in the basement, and we had probably all the upper part to ourselves, unless Summertrees was in his study, which I doubted. Podgers led me directly upstairs to the clerk’s room on the third floor, walking on tiptoe, with an elephantine air of silence and secrecy combined, which struck me as unnecessary.

			“I will make an examination of this room,” I said. “Kindly wait for me down by the door of the study.”

			The bedroom proved to be of respectable size when one considers the smallness of the house. The bed was all nicely made up, and there were two chairs in the room, but the usual washstand and swing-mirror were not visible. However, seeing a curtain at the farther end of the room, I drew it aside, and found, as I expected, a fixed lavatory in an alcove of perhaps four feet deep by five in width. As the room was about fifteen feet wide, this left two-thirds of the space unaccounted for. A moment later, I opened a door which exhibited a closet filled with clothes hanging on hooks. This left a space of five feet between the clothes closet and the lavatory. I thought at first that the entrance to the secret stairway must have issued from the lavatory, but examining the boards closely, although they sounded hollow to the knuckles, they were quite evidently plain matchboarding, and not a concealed door. The entrance to the stairway, therefore, must issue from the clothes closet. The right hand wall proved similar to the matchboarding of the lavatory as far as the casual eye or touch was concerned, but I saw at once it was a door. The latch turned out to be somewhat ingeniously operated by one of the hooks which held a pair of old trousers. I found that the hook, if pressed upward, allowed the door to swing outward, over the stairhead. Descending to the second floor, a similar latch let me in to a similar clothes closet in the room beneath. The two rooms were identical in size, one directly above the other, the only difference being that the lower room door gave into the study, instead of into the hall, as was the case with the upper chamber.

			The study was extremely neat, either not much used, or the abode of a very methodical man. There was nothing on the table except a pile of that morning’s papers. I walked to the farther end, turned the key in the lock, and came out upon the astonished Podgers.

			“Well, I’m blowed!” exclaimed he.

			“Quite so,” I rejoined, “you’ve been tiptoeing past an empty room for the last two weeks. Now, if you’ll come with me, Podgers, I’ll show you how the trick is done.”

			When he entered the study, I locked the door once more, and led the assumed butler, still tiptoeing through force of habit, up the stair into the top bedroom, and so out again, leaving everything exactly as we found it. We went down the main stair to the front hall, and there Podgers had my parcel of papers all neatly wrapped up. This bundle I carried to my flat, gave one of my assistants some instructions, and left him at work on the papers.

			* * *

			I took a cab to the foot of Tottenham Court Road, and walked up that street till I came to J. Simpson’s old curiosity shop. After gazing at the well-filled windows for some time, I stepped aside, having selected a little iron crucifix displayed behind the pane; the work of some ancient craftsman.

			I knew at once from Podgers’s description that I was waited upon by the veritable respectable clerk who brought the bag of money each night to Park Lane, and who I was certain was no other than Ralph Summertrees himself.

			There was nothing in his manner differing from that of any other quiet salesman. The price of the crucifix proved to be seven-and-six, and I threw down a sovereign to pay for it.

			“Do you mind the change being all in silver, sir?” he asked, and I answered without any eagerness, although the question aroused a suspicion that had begun to be allayed –

			“Not in the least.”

			He gave me half-a-crown, three two-shilling pieces, and four separate shillings, all the coins being well-worn silver of the realm, the undoubted inartistic product of the reputable British Mint. This seemed to dispose of the theory that he was palming off illegitimate money. He asked me if I were interested in any particular branch of antiquity, and I replied that my curiosity was merely general, and exceedingly amateurish, whereupon he invited me to look around. This I proceeded to do, while he resumed the addressing and stamping of some wrapped-up pamphlets which I surmised to be copies of his catalogue.

			He made no attempt either to watch me or to press his wares upon me. I selected at random a little ink-stand, and asked its price. It was two shillings, he said, whereupon I produced my fraudulent five-shilling piece. He took it, gave me the change without comment, and the last doubt about his connection with coiners flickered from my mind.

			At this moment a young man came in, who, I saw at once, was not a customer. He walked briskly to the farther end of the shop, and disappeared behind a partition which had one pane of glass in it that gave an outlook towards the front door.

			“Excuse me a moment,” said the shopkeeper, and he followed the young man into the private office.

			As I examined the curious heterogeneous collection of things for sale, I heard the clink of coins being poured out on the lid of a desk or an uncovered table, and the murmur of voices floated out to me. I was now near the entrance of the shop, and by a sleight-of-hand trick, keeping the corner of my eye on the glass pane of the private office, I removed the key of the front door without a sound, and took an impression of it in wax, returning the key to its place unobserved. At this moment another young man came in, and walked straight past me into the private office. I heard him say,—

			“Oh, I beg pardon, Mr. Simpson. How are you, Rogers?”

			“Hallo, Macpherson,” saluted Rogers, who then came out, bidding good-night to Mr. Simpson, and departed whistling down the street, but not before he had repeated his phrase to another young man entering, to whom he gave the name of Tyrrel.

			I noted these three names in my mind. Two others came in together, but I was compelled to content myself with memorising their features, for I did not learn their names. These men were evidently collectors, for I heard the rattle of money in every case; yet here was a small shop, doing apparently very little business, for I had been within it for more than half an hour, and yet remained the only customer. If credit were given, one collector would certainly have been sufficient, yet five had come in, and had poured their contributions into the pile Summertrees was to take home with him that night.

			I determined to secure one of the pamphlets which the man had been addressing. They were piled on a shelf behind the counter, but I had no difficulty in reaching across and taking the one on top, which I slipped into my pocket. When the fifth young man went down the street Summertrees himself emerged, and this time he carried in his hand the well-filled locked leather satchel, with the straps dangling. It was now approaching half-past five, and I saw he was eager to close up and get away.

			“Anything else you fancy, sir?” he asked me.

			“No, or rather yes and no. You have a very interesting collection here, but it’s getting so dark I can hardly see.”

			“I close at half-past five, sir.”

			“Ah, in that case,” I said, consulting my watch, “I shall be pleased to call some other time.”

			“Thank you, sir,” replied Summertrees quietly, and with that I took my leave.

			From the corner of an alley on the other side of the street I saw him put up the shutters with his own hands, then he emerged with overcoat on, and the money satchel slung across his shoulder. He locked the door, tested it with his knuckles, and walked down the street, carrying under one arm the pamphlets he had been addressing. I followed him some distance, saw him drop the pamphlets into the box at the first post office he passed, and walk rapidly towards his house in Park Lane.

			When I returned to my flat and called in my assistant, he said,—

			“After putting to one side the regular advertisements of pills, soap, and what not, here is the only one common to all the newspapers, morning and evening alike. The advertisements are not identical, sir, but they have two points of similarity, or perhaps I should say three. They all profess to furnish a cure for absent-mindedness; they all ask that the applicant’s chief hobby shall be stated, and they all bear the same address: Dr. Willoughby, in Tottenham Court Road.”

			“Thank you,” said I, as he placed the scissored advertisements before me.

			I read several of the announcements. They were all small, and perhaps that is why I had never noticed one of them in the newspapers, for certainly they were odd enough. Some asked for lists of absent-minded men, with the hobbies of each, and for these lists, prizes of from one shilling to six were offered. In other clippings Dr. Willoughby professed to be able to cure absent-mindedness. There were no fees, and no treatment, but a pamphlet would be sent, which, if it did not benefit the receiver, could do no harm. The doctor was unable to meet patients personally, nor could he enter into correspondence with them. The address was the same as that of the old curiosity shop in Tottenham Court Road. At this juncture I pulled the pamphlet from my pocket, and saw it was entitled Christian Science and Absent-Mindedness, by Dr. Stamford Willoughby, and at the end of the article was the statement contained in the advertisements, that Dr. Willoughby would neither see patients nor hold any correspondence with them.

			I drew a sheet of paper towards me, wrote to Dr. Willoughby alleging that I was a very absent-minded man, and would be glad of his pamphlet, adding that my special hobby was the collecting of first editions. I then signed myself, ‘Alport Webster, Imperial Flats, London, W.’

			I may here explain that it is often necessary for me to see people under some other name than the well-known appellation of Eugène Valmont. There are two doors to my flat, and on one of these is painted, ‘Eugène Valmont’; on the other there is a receptacle, into which can be slipped a sliding panel bearing any nom de guerre I choose. The same device is arranged on the ground floor, where the names of all the occupants of the building appear on the right-hand wall.

			I sealed, addressed, and stamped my letter, then told my man to put out the name of Alport Webster, and if I did not happen to be in when anyone called upon that mythical person, he was to make an appointment for me.

			It was nearly six o’clock next afternoon when the card of Angus Macpherson was brought in to Mr. Alport Webster. I recognised the young man at once as the second who had entered the little shop carrying his tribute to Mr. Simpson the day before. He held three volumes under his arm, and spoke in such a pleasant, insinuating sort of way, that I knew at once he was an adept in his profession of canvasser.

			“Will you be seated, Mr. Macpherson? In what can I serve you?”

			He placed the three volumes, backs upward, on my table.

			“Are you interested at all in first editions, Mr. Webster?”

			“It is the one thing I am interested in,” I replied; “but unfortunately they often run into a lot of money.”

			“That is true,” said Macpherson sympathetically, “and I have here three books, one of which is an exemplification of what you say. This one costs a hundred pounds. The last copy that was sold by auction in London brought a hundred and twenty-three pounds. This next one is forty pounds, and the third ten pounds. At these prices I am certain you could not duplicate three such treasures in any book shop in Britain.”

			I examined them critically, and saw at once that what he said was true. He was still standing on the opposite side of the table.

			“Please take a chair, Mr. Macpherson. Do you mean to say you go round London with a hundred and fifty pounds worth of goods under your arm in this careless way?”

			The young man laughed.

			“I run very little risk, Mr. Webster. I don’t suppose anyone I meet imagines for a moment there is more under my arm than perhaps a trio of volumes I have picked up in the fourpenny box to take home with me.”

			I lingered over the volume for which he asked a hundred pounds, then said, looking across at him:—

			“How came you to be possessed of this book, for instance?”

			He turned upon me a fine, open countenance, and answered without hesitation in the frankest possible manner,—

			“I am not in actual possession of it, Mr. Webster. I am by way of being a connoisseur in rare and valuable books myself, although, of course, I have little money with which to indulge in the collection of them. I am acquainted, however, with the lovers of desirable books in different quarters of London. These three volumes, for instance, are from the library of a private gentleman in the West End. I have sold many books to him, and he knows I am trustworthy. He wishes to dispose of them at something under their real value, and has kindly allowed me to conduct the negotiation. I make it my business to find out those who are interested in rare books, and by such trading I add considerably to my income.”

			“How, for instance, did you learn that I was a bibliophile?”

			Mr. Macpherson laughed genially.

			“Well, Mr. Webster, I must confess that I chanced it. I do that very often. I take a flat like this, and send in my card to the name on the door. If I am invited in, I ask the occupant the question I asked you just now: “Are you interested in rare editions?” If he says no, I simply beg pardon and retire. If he says yes, then I show my wares.”

			“I see,” said I, nodding. What a glib young liar he was, with that innocent face of his, and yet my next question brought forth the truth.

			“As this is the first time you have called upon me, Mr. Macpherson, you have no objection to my making some further inquiry, I suppose. Would you mind telling me the name of the owner of these books in the West End?”

			“His name is Mr. Ralph Summertrees, of Park Lane.”

			“Of Park Lane? Ah, indeed.”

			“I shall be glad to leave the books with you, Mr. Webster, and if you care to make an appointment with Mr. Summertrees, I am sure he will not object to say a word in my favour.”

			“Oh, I do not in the least doubt it, and should not think of troubling the gentleman.”

			“I was going to tell you,” went on the young man, “that I have a friend, a capitalist, who, in a way, is my supporter; for, as I said, I have little money of my own. I find it is often inconvenient for people to pay down any considerable sum. When, however, I strike a bargain, my capitalist buys the book, and I make an arrangement with my customer to pay a certain amount each week, and so even a large purchase is not felt, as I make the instalments small enough to suit my client.”

			“You are employed during the day, I take it?”

			“Yes, I am a clerk in the City.”

			Again we were in the blissful realms of fiction!

			“Suppose I take this book at ten pounds, what instalment should I have to pay each week?”

			“Oh, what you like, sir. Would five shillings be too much?”

			“I think not.”

			“Very well, sir, if you pay me five shillings now, I will leave the book with you, and shall have pleasure in calling this day week for the next instalment.”

			I put my hand into my pocket, and drew out two half-crowns, which I passed over to him.

			“Do I need to sign any form or undertaking to pay the rest?”

			The young man laughed cordially.

			“Oh, no, sir, there is no formality necessary. You see, sir, this is largely a labour of love with me, although I don’t deny I have my eye on the future. I am getting together what I hope will be a very valuable connection with gentlemen like yourself who are fond of books, and I trust some day that I may be able to resign my place with the insurance company and set up a choice little business of my own, where my knowledge of values in literature will prove useful.”

			And then, after making a note in a little book he took from his pocket, he bade me a most graceful good-bye and departed, leaving me cogitating over what it all meant.

			Next morning two articles were handed to me. The first came by post and was a pamphlet on Christian Science and Absent-Mindedness, exactly similar to the one I had taken away from the old curiosity shop; the second was a small key made from my wax impression that would fit the front door of the same shop—a key fashioned by an excellent anarchist friend of mine in an obscure street near Holborn.

			That night at ten o’clock I was inside the old curiosity shop, with a small storage battery in my pocket, and a little electric glow-lamp at my buttonhole, a most useful instrument for either burglar or detective.

			I had expected to find the books of the establishment in a safe, which, if it was similar to the one in Park Lane, I was prepared to open with the false keys in my possession or to take an impression of the keyhole and trust to my anarchist friend for the rest. But to my amazement I discovered all the papers pertaining to the concern in a desk which was not even locked. The books, three in number, were the ordinary day book, journal, and ledger referring to the shop; book-keeping of the older fashion; but in a portfolio lay half a dozen foolscap sheets, headed ‘Mr. Rogers’s List’, ‘Mr. Macpherson’s’, ‘Mr. Tyrrel’s’, the names I had already learned, and three others. These lists contained in the first column, names; in the second column, addresses; in the third, sums of money; and then in the small, square places following were amounts ranging from two-and-sixpence to a pound. At the bottom of Mr. Macpherson’s list was the name Alport Webster, Imperial Flats, £10; then in the small, square place, five shillings. These six sheets, each headed by a canvasser’s name, were evidently the record of current collections, and the innocence of the whole thing was so apparent that if it were not for my fixed rule never to believe that I am at the bottom of any case until I have come on something suspicious, I would have gone out empty-handed as I came in.

			The six sheets were loose in a thin portfolio, but standing on a shelf above the desk were a number of fat volumes, one of which I took down, and saw that it contained similar lists running back several years. I noticed on Mr. Macpherson’s current list the name of Lord Semptam, an eccentric old nobleman whom I knew slightly. Then turning to the list immediately before the current one the name was still there; I traced it back through list after list until I found the first entry, which was no less than three years previous, and there Lord Semptam was down for a piece of furniture costing fifty pounds, and on that account he had paid a pound a week for more than three years, totalling a hundred and seventy pounds at the least, and instantly the glorious simplicity of the scheme dawned upon me, and I became so interested in the swindle that I lit the gas, fearing my little lamp would be exhausted before my investigation ended, for it promised to be a long one.

			In several instances the intended victim proved shrewder than old Simpson had counted upon, and the word ‘Settled’ had been written on the line carrying the name when the exact number of instalments was paid. But as these shrewd persons dropped out, others took their places, and Simpson’s dependence on their absent-mindedness seemed to be justified in nine cases out of ten. His collectors were collecting long after the debt had been paid. In Lord Semptam’s case, the payment had evidently become chronic, and the old man was giving away his pound a week to the suave Macpherson two years after his debt had been liquidated.

			From the big volume I detached the loose leaf, dated 1893, which recorded Lord Semptam’s purchase of a carved table for fifty pounds, and on which he had been paying a pound a week from that time to the date of which I am writing, which was November, 1896. This single document taken from the file of three years previous, was not likely to be missed, as would have been the case if I had selected a current sheet. I nevertheless made a copy of the names and addresses of Macpherson’s present clients; then, carefully placing everything exactly as I had found it, I extinguished the gas, and went out of the shop, locking the door behind me. With the 1893 sheet in my pocket I resolved to prepare a pleasant little surprise for my suave friend Macpherson when he called to get his next instalment of five shillings.

			Late as was the hour when I reached Trafalgar Square, I could not deprive myself of the felicity of calling on Mr. Spenser Hale, who I knew was then on duty. He never appeared at his best during office hours, because officialism stiffened his stalwart frame. Mentally he was impressed with the importance of his position, and added to this he was not then allowed to smoke his big, black pipe and terrible tobacco. He received me with the curtness I had been taught to expect when I inflicted myself upon him at his office. He greeted me abruptly with –

			“I say, Valmont, how long do you expect to be on this job?”

			“What job?” I asked mildly.

			“Oh, you know what I mean: the Summertrees affair.”

			“Oh, that!” I exclaimed, with surprise. “The Summertrees case is already completed, of course. If I had known you were in a hurry, I should have finished up everything yesterday, but as you and Podgers, and I don’t know how many more, have been at it sixteen or seventeen days, if not longer, I thought I might venture to take as many hours, as I am working entirely alone. You said nothing about haste, you know.”

			“Oh, come now, Valmont, that’s a bit thick. Do you mean to say you have already got evidence against the man?”

			“Evidence absolute and complete.”

			“Then who are the coiners?”

			“My most estimable friend, how often have I told you not to jump at conclusions? I informed you when you first spoke to me about the matter that Summertrees was neither a coiner nor a confederate of coiners. I secured evidence sufficient to convict him of quite another offence, which is probably unique in the annals of crime. I have penetrated the mystery of the shop, and discovered the reason for all those suspicious actions which quite properly set you on his trail. Now I wish you to come to my flat next Wednesday night at a quarter to six, prepared to make an arrest.”

			“I must know who I am to arrest, and on what counts.”

			“Quite so, mon ami Hale; I did not say you were to make an arrest, but merely warned you to be prepared. If you have time now to listen to the disclosures, I am quite at your service. I promise you there are some original features in the case. If, however, the present moment is inopportune, drop in on me at your convenience, previously telephoning so that you may know whether I am there or not, and thus your valuable time will not be expended purposelessly.”

			With this I presented to him my most courteous bow, and although his mystified expression hinted a suspicion that he thought I was chaffing him, as he would call it, official dignity dissolved somewhat, and he intimated his desire to hear all about it then and there. I had succeeded in arousing my friend Hale’s curiosity. He listened to the evidence with perplexed brow, and at last ejaculated he would be blessed.

			“This young man,” I said, in conclusion, “will call upon me at six on Wednesday afternoon, to receive his second five shillings. I propose that you, in your uniform, shall be seated there with me to receive him, and I am anxious to study Mr. Macpherson’s countenance when he realises he has walked in to confront a policeman. If you will then allow me to cross-examine him for a few moments, not after the manner of Scotland Yard, with a warning lest he incriminate himself, but in the free and easy fashion we adopt in Paris, I shall afterwards turn the case over to you to be dealt with at your discretion.”

			“You have a wonderful flow of language, Monsieur Valmont,” was the officer’s tribute to me. “I shall be on hand at a quarter to six on Wednesday.”

			“Meanwhile,” said I, “kindly say nothing of this to anyone. We must arrange a complete surprise for Macpherson. That is essential. Please make no move in the matter at all until Wednesday night.”

			Spenser Hale, much impressed, nodded acquiescence, and I took a polite leave of him.

			* * *

			The question of lighting is an important one in a room such as mine, and electricity offers a good deal of scope to the ingenious. Of this fact I have taken full advantage. I can manipulate the lighting of my room so that any particular spot is bathed in brilliancy, while the rest of the space remains in comparative gloom, and I arranged the lamps so that the full force of their rays impinged against the door that Wednesday evening, while I sat on one side of the table in semi-darkness and Hale sat on the other, with a light beating down on him from above which gave him the odd, sculptured look of a living statue of Justice, stern and triumphant. Anyone entering the room would first be dazzled by the light, and next would see the gigantic form of Hale in the full uniform of his order.

			When Angus Macpherson was shown into this room he was quite visibly taken aback, and paused abruptly on the threshold, his gaze riveted on the huge policeman. I think his first purpose was to turn and run, but the door closed behind him, and he doubtless heard, as we all did, the sound of the bolt being thrust in its place, thus locking him in.

			“I—I beg your pardon,” he stammered, “I expected to meet Mr. Webster.”

			As he said this, I pressed the button under my table, and was instantly enshrouded with light. A sickly smile overspread the countenance of Macpherson as he caught sight of me, and he made a very creditable attempt to carry off the situation with nonchalance.

			“Oh, there you are, Mr. Webster; I did not notice you at first.”

			It was a tense moment. I spoke slowly and impressively.

			“Sir, perhaps you are not unacquainted with the name of Eugène Valmont.”

			He replied brazenly,—

			“I am sorry to say, sir, I never heard of the gentleman before.”

			At this came a most inopportune “Haw-haw” from that blockhead Spenser Hale, completely spoiling the dramatic situation I had elaborated with such thought and care. It is little wonder the English possess no drama, for they show scant appreciation of the sensational moments in life.

			“Haw-haw,” brayed Spenser Hale, and at once reduced the emotional atmosphere to a fog of commonplace. However, what is a man to do? He must handle the tools with which it pleases Providence to provide him. I ignored Hale’s untimely laughter.

			“Sit down, sir,” I said to Macpherson, and he obeyed.

			“You have called on Lord Semptam this week,” I continued sternly.

			“Yes, sir.”

			“And collected a pound from him?”

			“Yes, sir.”

			“In October, 1893, you sold Lord Semptam a carved antique table for fifty pounds?”

			“Quite right, sir.”

			“When you were here last week you gave me Ralph Summertrees as the name of a gentleman living in Park Lane. You knew at the time that this man was your employer?”

			Macpherson was now looking fixedly at me, and on this occasion made no reply. I went on calmly:—

			“You also knew that Summertrees, of Park Lane, was identical with Simpson, of Tottenham Court Road?”

			“Well, sir,” said Macpherson, “I don’t exactly see what you’re driving at, but it’s quite usual for a man to carry on a business under an assumed name. There is nothing illegal about that.”

			“We will come to the illegality in a moment, Mr. Macpherson. You, and Rogers, and Tyrrel, and three others, are confederates of this man Simpson.”

			“We are in his employ; yes, sir, but no more confederates than clerks usually are.”

			“I think, Mr. Macpherson, I have said enough to show you that the game is, what you call, up. You are now in the presence of Mr. Spenser Hale, from Scotland Yard, who is waiting to hear your confession.”

			Here the stupid Hale broke in with his—

			“And remember, sir, that anything you say will be—”

			“Excuse me, Mr. Hale,” I interrupted hastily, “I shall turn over the case to you in a very few moments, but I ask you to remember our compact, and to leave it for the present entirely in my hands. Now, Mr. Macpherson, I want your confession, and I want it at once.”

			“Confession? Confederates?” protested Macpherson with admirably simulated surprise. “I must say you use extraordinary terms, Mr.—Mr.—What did you say the name was?”

			“Haw-haw,” roared Hale. “His name is Monsieur Valmont.”

			“I implore you, Mr. Hale, to leave this man to me for a very few moments. Now, Macpherson, what have you to say in your defence?”

			“Where nothing criminal has been alleged, Monsieur Valmont, I see no necessity for defence. If you wish me to admit that somehow you have acquired a number of details regarding our business, I am perfectly willing to do so, and to subscribe to their accuracy. If you will be good enough to let me know of what you complain, I shall endeavour to make the point clear to you if I can. There has evidently been some misapprehension, but for the life of me, without further explanation, I am as much in a fog as I was on my way coming here, for it is getting a little thick outside.”

			Macpherson certainly was conducting himself with great discretion, and presented, quite unconsciously, a much more diplomatic figure than my friend, Spenser Hale, sitting stiffly opposite me. His tone was one of mild expostulation, mitigated by the intimation that all misunderstanding speedily would be cleared away. To outward view he offered a perfect picture of innocence, neither protesting too much nor too little. I had, however, another surprise in store for him, a trump card, as it were, and I played it down on the table.

			“There!” I cried with vim, “have you ever seen that sheet before?”

			He glanced at it without offering to take it in his hand.

			“Oh, yes,” he said, “that has been abstracted from our file. It is what I call my visiting list.”

			“Come, come, sir,” I cried sternly, “you refuse to confess, but I warn you we know all about it. You never heard of Dr. Willoughby, I suppose?”

			“Yes, he is the author of the silly pamphlet on Christian Science.”

			“You are in the right, Mr. Macpherson; on Christian Science and Absent-Mindedness.”

			“Possibly. I haven’t read it for a long while.”

			“Have you ever met this learned doctor, Mr. Macpherson?”

			“Oh, yes. Dr. Willoughby is the pen-name of Mr. Summertrees. He believes in Christian Science and that sort of thing, and writes about it.”

			“Ah, really. We are getting your confession bit by bit, Mr. Macpherson. I think it would be better to be quite frank with us.”

			“I was just going to make the same suggestion to you, Monsieur Valmont. If you will tell me in a few words exactly what is your charge against either Mr. Summertrees or myself, I will know then what to say.”

			“We charge you, sir, with obtaining money under false pretences, which is a crime that has landed more than one distinguished financier in prison.”

			Spenser Hale shook his fat forefinger at me, and said,—

			“Tut, tut, Valmont; we mustn’t threaten, we mustn’t threaten, you know;” but I went on without heeding him.

			“Take for instance, Lord Semptam. You sold him a table for fifty pounds, on the instalment plan. He was to pay a pound a week, and in less than a year the debt was liquidated. But he is an absent-minded man, as all your clients are. That is why you came to me. I had answered the bogus Willoughby’s advertisement. And so you kept on collecting and collecting for something more than three years. Now do you understand the charge?”

			Mr. Macpherson’s head during this accusation was held slightly inclined to one side. At first his face was clouded by the most clever imitation of anxious concentration of mind I had ever seen, and this was gradually cleared away by the dawn of awakening perception. When I had finished, an ingratiating smile hovered about his lips.

			“Really, you know,” he said, “that is rather a capital scheme. The absent-minded league, as one might call them. Most ingenious. Summertrees, if he had any sense of humour, which he hasn’t, would be rather taken by the idea that his innocent fad for Christian Science had led him to be suspected of obtaining money under false pretences. But, really, there are no pretensions about the matter at all. As I understand it, I simply call and receive the money through the forgetfulness of the persons on my list, but where I think you would have both Summertrees and myself, if there was anything in your audacious theory, would be an indictment for conspiracy. Still, I quite see how the mistake arises. You have jumped to the conclusion that we sold nothing to Lord Semptam except that carved table three years ago. I have pleasure in pointing out to you that his lordship is a frequent customer of ours, and has had many things from us at one time or another. Sometimes he is in our debt; sometimes we are in his. We keep a sort of running contract with him by which he pays us a pound a week. He and several other customers deal on the same plan, and in return for an income that we can count upon, they get the first offer of anything in which they are supposed to be interested. As I have told you, we call these sheets in the office our visiting lists, but to make the visiting lists complete you need what we term our encyclopaedia. We call it that because it is in so many volumes; a volume for each year, running back I don’t know how long. You will notice little figures here from time to time above the amount stated on this visiting list. These figures refer to the page of the encyclopaedia for the current year, and on that page is noted the new sale, and the amount of it, as it might be set down, say, in a ledger.”

			“That is a very entertaining explanation, Mr. Macpherson. I suppose this encyclopaedia, as you call it, is in the shop at Tottenham Court Road?”

			“Oh, no, sir. Each volume of the encyclopaedia is self-locking. These books contain the real secret of our business, and they are kept in the safe at Mr. Summertrees’ house in Park Lane. Take Lord Semptam’s account, for instance. You will find in faint figures under a certain date, 102. If you turn to page 102 of the encyclopaedia for that year, you will then see a list of what Lord Semptam has bought, and the prices he was charged for them. It is really a very simple matter. If you will allow me to use your telephone for a moment, I will ask Mr. Summertrees, who has not yet begun dinner, to bring with him here the volume for 1893, and, within a quarter of an hour, you will be perfectly satisfied that everything is quite legitimate.”

			I confess that the young man’s naturalness and confidence staggered me, the more so as I saw by the sarcastic smile on Hale’s lips that he did not believe a single word spoken. A portable telephone stood on the table, and as Macpherson finished his explanation, he reached over and drew it towards him. Then Spenser Hale interfered.

			“Excuse me,” he said, “I’ll do the telephoning. What is the call number of Mr. Summertrees?”

			“140 Hyde Park.”

			Hale at once called up Central, and presently was answered from Park Lane. We heard him say—

			“Is this the residence of Mr. Summertrees? Oh, is that you, Podgers? Is Mr. Summertrees in? Very well. This is Hale. I am in Valmont’s flat – Imperial Flats – you know. Yes, where you went with me the other day. Very well, go to Mr. Summertrees, and say to him that Mr. Macpherson wants the encyclopaedia for 1893. Do you get that? Yes, encyclopaedia. Oh, he’ll understand what it is. Mr. Macpherson. No, don’t mention my name at all. Just say Mr. Macpherson wants the encyclopaedia for the year 1893, and that you are to bring it. Yes, you may tell him that Mr. Macpherson is at Imperial Flats, but don’t mention my name at all. Exactly. As soon as he gives you the book, get into a cab, and come here as quickly as possible with it. If Summertrees doesn’t want to let the book go, then tell him to come with you. If he won’t do that, place him under arrest, and bring both him and the book here. All right. Be as quick as you can; we’re waiting.”

			Macpherson made no protest against Hale’s use of the telephone; he merely sat back in his chair with a resigned expression on his face which, if painted on canvas, might have been entitled ‘The Falsely Accused.’ When Hale rang off, Macpherson said –

			“Of course you know your own business best, but if your man arrests Summertrees, he will make you the laughing-stock of London. There is such a thing as unjustifiable arrest, as well as getting money under false pretences, and Mr. Summertrees is not the man to forgive an insult. And then, if you will allow me to say so, the more I think over your absent-minded theory, the more absolutely grotesque it seems, and if the case ever gets into the newspapers, I am sure, Mr. Hale, you’ll experience an uncomfortable half-hour with your chiefs at Scotland Yard.”

			“I’ll take the risk of that, thank you,” said Hale stubbornly.

			“Am I to consider myself under arrest?” inquired the young man.

			“No, sir.”

			“Then, if you will pardon me, I shall withdraw. Mr. Summertrees will show you everything you wish to see in his books, and can explain his business much more capably than I, because he knows more about it; therefore, gentlemen, I bid you good-night.”

			“No you don’t. Not just yet awhile,” exclaimed Hale, rising to his feet simultaneously with the young man.

			“Then I am under arrest,” protested Macpherson.

			“You’re not going to leave this room until Podgers brings that book.”

			“Oh, very well,” and he sat down again.

			And now, as talking is dry work, I set out something to drink, a box of cigars, and a box of cigarettes. Hale mixed his favourite brew, but Macpherson, shunning the wine of his country, contented himself with a glass of plain mineral water, and lit a cigarette. Then he awoke my high regard by saying pleasantly as if nothing had happened –

			“While we are waiting, Monsieur Valmont, may I remind you that you owe me five shillings?”

			I laughed, took the coin from my pocket, and paid him, whereupon he thanked me.

			“Are you connected with Scotland Yard, Monsieur Valmont?” asked Macpherson, with the air of a man trying to make conversation to bridge over a tedious interval; but before I could reply, Hale blurted out –

			“Not likely!”

			“You have no official standing as a detective, then, Monsieur Valmont?”

			“None whatever,” I replied quickly, thus getting in my oar ahead of Hale.

			“This is a loss to our country,” pursued this admirable young man, with evident sincerity.

			I began to see I could make a good deal of so clever a fellow if he came under my tuition.

			“The blunders of our police”, he went on, “are something deplorable. If they would but take lessons in strategy, say, from France, their unpleasant duties would be so much more acceptably performed, with much less discomfort to their victims.”

			“France,” snorted Hale in derision, “why, they call a man guilty there until he’s proven innocent.”

			“Yes, Mr. Hale, and the same seems to be the case in Imperial Flats. You have quite made up your mind that Mr. Summertrees is guilty, and will not be content until he proves his innocence. I venture to predict that you will hear from him before long in a manner that may astonish you.”

			Hale grunted and looked at his watch. The minutes passed very slowly as we sat there smoking, and at last even I began to get uneasy. Macpherson, seeing our anxiety, said that when he came in the fog was almost as thick as it had been the week before, and that there might be some difficulty in getting a cab. Just as he was speaking the door was unlocked from the outside, and Podgers entered, bearing a thick volume in his hand. This he gave to his superior, who turned over its pages in amazement, and then looked at the back, crying—

			“Encyclopaedia of Sport, 1893! What sort of a joke is this, Mr. Macpherson?”

			There was a pained look on Mr. Macpherson’s face as he reached forward and took the book. He said with a sigh—

			“If you had allowed me to telephone, Mr. Hale, I should have made it perfectly plain to Summertrees what was wanted. I might have known this mistake was liable to occur. There is an increasing demand for out-of-date books of sport, and no doubt Mr. Summertrees thought this was what I meant. There is nothing for it but to send your man back to Park Lane and tell Mr. Summertrees that what we want is the locked volume of accounts for 1893, which we call the encyclopaedia. Allow me to write an order that will bring it. Oh, I’ll show you what I have written before your man takes it,” he said, as Hale stood ready to look over his shoulder.

			On my notepaper he dashed off a request such as he had outlined, and handed it to Hale, who read it and gave it to Podgers.

			“Take that to Summertrees, and get back as quickly as possible. Have you a cab at the door?”

			“Yes, sir.”

			“Is it foggy outside?”

			“Not so much, sir, as it was an hour ago. No difficulty about the traffic now, sir.”

			“Very well, get back as soon as you can.”

			Podgers saluted, and left with the book under his arm. Again the door was locked, and again we sat smoking in silence until the stillness was broken by the tinkle of the telephone. Hale put the receiver to his ear.

			“Yes, this is the Imperial Flats. Yes. Valmont. Oh, yes; Macpherson is here. What? Out of what? Can’t hear you. Out of print. What, the encyclopaedia’s out of print? Who is that speaking? Dr. Willoughby; thanks.”

			Macpherson rose as if he would go to the telephone, but instead (and he acted so quietly that I did not notice what he was doing until the thing was done), he picked up the sheet which he called his visiting list, and walking quite without haste, held it in the glowing coals of the fireplace until it disappeared in a flash of flame up the chimney. I sprang to my feet indignant, but too late to make even a motion outwards saving the sheet. Macpherson regarded us both with that self-deprecatory smile which had several times lighted up his face.

			“How dared you burn that sheet?” I demanded.

			“Because, Monsieur Valmont, it did not belong to you; because you do not belong to Scotland Yard; because you stole it; because you had no right to it; and because you have no official standing in this country. If it had been in Mr. Hale’s possession I should not have dared, as you put it, to destroy the sheet, but as this sheet was abstracted from my master’s premises by you, an entirely unauthorised person, whom he would have been justified in shooting dead if he had found you housebreaking and you had resisted him on his discovery, I took the liberty of destroying the document. I have always held that these sheets should not have been kept, for, as has been the case, if they fell under the scrutiny of so intelligent a person as Eugène Valmont, improper inferences might have been drawn. Mr. Summertrees, however, persisted in keeping them, but made this concession, that if I ever telegraphed him or telephoned him the word ‘Encyclopaedia,’ he would at once burn these records, and he, on his part, was to telegraph or telephone to me ‘The Encyclopaedia is out of print,’ whereupon I would know that he had succeeded.

			“Now, gentlemen, open this door, which will save me the trouble of forcing it. Either put me formally under arrest, or cease to restrict my liberty. I am very much obliged to Mr. Hale for telephoning, and I have made no protest to so gallant a host as Monsieur Valmont is, because of the locked door. However, the farce is now terminated. The proceedings I have sat through were entirely illegal, and if you will pardon me, Mr. Hale, they have been a little too French to go down here in old England, or to make a report in the newspapers that would be quite satisfactory to your chiefs. I demand either my formal arrest, or the unlocking of that door.”

			In silence I pressed a button, and my man threw open the door. Macpherson walked to the threshold, paused, and looked back at Spenser Hale, who sat there silent as a sphinx.

			“Good-evening, Mr. Hale.”

			There being no reply, he turned to me with the same ingratiating smile –

			“Good-evening, Monsieur Eugène Valmont,” he said, “I shall give myself the pleasure of calling next Wednesday at six for my five shillings.”
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			Mickey’s Ghost

			T.J. Berg
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			This is a true story – a ghost story – from what seems like long ago, so long ago that my dad can’t even remember the girl’s name. He claims he has a photo of her somewhere. He claims he remembers it all so well. Perhaps I haven’t lived long enough, but I can’t think of ever being so old that I would forget the name of a girl that was almost my daughter. Yet still, he says he cannot remember, so I fill in the details from my imagination. I remember nothing of her, of this girl I name Mickey. There are just the bones of her coming into our lives, and the ghost that followed.

			I was only a couple years old when my dad brought her home. I can just about picture my dad. He’s a composite of photos I’ve seen as an adult and my earliest memories of him. He has a new sister for me, carried in his arms.

			He is a young man then, working in Chicago while my mom raises me and my two older sisters in Wisconsin. He has a mustache covering his whole upper lip, and his hair is a bit shaggy, so dark brown it’s almost black. His eyes are just the same, still pale blue, but maybe with a bit more laughter and wildness. I especially imagine his hands being softer then. Not soft, just softer. The years of hard work to follow have yet to crack his skin, tear away his nails, split his cuticles, etch dry white lines between dirt and tan. But they’re still hard hands, a working man’s hands. He manages property in Chicago.

			He takes care of buildings there, mostly in the poor parts of town. He’s handy with a hammer and nail, with plumbing and electricity. He’s the type that sees the workings of things and knows how to fix them. And he’s seen how poor works in Chicago – how people might do anything for a roof over their head, food in their bellies, a few days of work, one last hit, a little sex, or a bottle of booze.

			In the many buildings my dad maintains, there are children, some better off, some worse. But Mickey is different. Perhaps only because she lives in the building where he keeps his office, so he sees her often. But then maybe it’s her personality. She seems mature, determined, yet able to laugh and be a child. She is boyish, with her dirty fingernails, hair tangled and long, and her odd enjoyment of throwing things – anything, be it balls, pencils, or paperweights. He couldn’t have known how old she was, maybe six or seven – close enough to his oldest daughter’s age to make it hard to see her unattended, unwashed, unfed. My dad’s seen it all, though, and you’d think it would have made him as calloused as his hands.

			So Mickey comes by my dad’s office a lot. He shares his lunches with her, always asks how she’s doing, lets her hang around. Sometimes, she’ll take everything off his desk, throw it in the wastebasket in the corner of the room, then bring it all back. But mostly she’s quiet, not full of questions and screaming like his girls back home. The only noises she makes are the soft whisperings to herself as she plays with the little rag doll my dad has given her, a doll his own mother made. She won’t part with it, even for a washing. The doll’s hair and lacy pink dress are as dirty as her now.

			And then, my dad realizes she’s been around even more than usual. She waits outside his door. A few days of this and he asks her what’s wrong.

			I try to hear her voice in my head, how she talked. I hear a voice breathy and shy, but articulate enough. No lisp, though her front tooth must be missing. No whine, though she’d have every right. “I can’t get inside,” she tells him. She is locked out of her apartment.

			I can almost feel the anger that was always in my dad. (“Don’t tell your father,” my mom would say when we broke something. “Let’s just fix it.”) It had to come at him from his stomach, a hot, tightening fist that pushed up his throat like indigestion and caused him to clench his teeth. This was more than he could stand.

			So he finds the ring of keys for this building, each labeled with a piece of masking tape. They take the stairs up because there is no money from the property owner to fix the elevator. He holds her hand until they reach the door. He lets go then, to sort through the keys.

			I have a vivid picture of them standing there. Her hand is still suspended, as if waiting to be taken up again. She wears a faded purple dress with yellow flowers, a hand-me-down sent from my mom. Dirty blonde curls are tangled around a rubber band at the back of her neck. On her arms are tiny pink flea bites which she has scratched raw. My dad wears jeans, splattered with paint and grease. A white t-shirt, also full of paint. The hallway is lit through yellowing plastic squares in the ceiling and reeks of curry, incense, and urine. My dad hates all three smells, but the curry is the worst and makes him clench his teeth even harder. He rattles the keys angrily, trying to get Mickey’s into the lock. He glances again at the number on the door, written in black marker because the plate fell off months ago.

			Finally, the key turns and the door swings open. It’s summer, and while the hall was warm, the apartment is oppressively hot and reeks of rotting meat. The stench is so strong the first thing my dad does is cross the room to open the heavy black curtains and the window beneath. A breeze slips in with the sun to stir up dust into the cloying air.

			Candles, black and red, mostly without dishes beneath them, perch in wavy pools of cold wax. It seems Mickey’s mother has mounted these fire hazards on every available surface. Dirty dishes are stacked on the kitchen counter. The linoleum in the kitchen is covered with crumbs, dust, and sticky-looking spills. An open can of baked beans lies on its side, one dried, brown bean stuck to the sharp-edged top. It looks as if nothing has ever been cleaned and the practical man in my dad can’t help but think of the difficulty he always has with roaches.

			He feels the brush of fingers against his palm. Mickey turns her eyes up to him as she seeks the comfort of his hand again. He takes it, wanting a little comfort himself as he walks with the girl to the one bedroom in the apartment. The door is closed, and when he opens it he is again accosted by an overwhelming stench. Sweet, cloying incense and rot. It is all he can do not to gag, and yet Mickey only clutches more tightly at his hand. There is no bed, just a mattress pushed against the wall, barely visible in the dark room. He flips the light switch but nothing happens, so he again opens the heavy curtains and the window.

			When he turns around bile swells up into his throat. On a table in one corner of the room is an alter. Candles surround an upside down cross, a porcelain bowl, and a dead squirrel. Its tail sticks out of a pool of maggots. He’s frozen for a moment. Then he picks up Mickey in his arms, spins away and out of the room, closing the door behind him. All he wants to do is leave the apartment but he must check the bathroom.

			The knob is cold, his hand hesitant. My dad has seen dead bodies before. He’s even helped coroners move them out of the buildings. He’s cleaned out the apartments. He’s called families if there were families to call. Yet his hand will not turn the knob. He knows what he will see, a body that is no worse than the others – its nakedness, the bluish cast to the butt and feet, the matted hair, the flies, and the smell. He stands with Mickey, hand tightening on the doorknob but not turning. They are both imagining her mother’s body, bloated and sprouting maggots like the squirrel, propped on the toilet, flopped against the wall. The band is still tied around her upper arm, the needle and the spoon are on the floor. My dad covers Mickey’s eyes and turns her head toward his chest, then opens the door.

			He pulls it shut. The slam is loud in his ears. He backs away, out of the apartment, a numbness spreading over him. It replaces anger and disgust. Now is the time to take care of things, the way my dad has always taken care of things.

			He brings Mickey downstairs and tries to make her sit in a chair, but she clings to his neck, so he makes the necessary calls while still holding her in his arms. The police take forever. They arrive in a tired-looking pair with a woman from social services trailing behind. She appears harried, with frizzy black hair and splotchy black skin, but she is warm to Mickey. She clings to my dad’s neck, not crying, not doing anything but making a long, high keening noise. It’s hard to imagine the conversation that ensues.

			My dad making awkward explanations. “I’ve been feeding her. She’s been hanging around my office.”

			The social worker touching the little girl’s shoulder. “You’ve been kind to her. Would you come down to child services?”

			“What will happen to her?” my dad asks.

			“Foster care. A group home. She’ll be taken care of.”

			“And if her mother shows up?” Because she hadn’t been in the bathroom. She was just gone. Left only a ghost of herself.

			The woman shrugs. They both know the mother is probably dead. The woman thinks the hope of her mother will calm Mickey. But Mickey knows the truth. Her mother’s gone because she’s mad at Mickey, doesn’t love her anymore, is disappointed in her. Why else would her mother just be gone, leaving an empty apartment, a ghost to taunt Mickey with her absence, to remind her what a bad daughter she’d been?

			“What are her chances of adoption?” my dad asks. He knows the answers to all the questions he asks. He’s unsurprised by the social worker’s shrug.

			And then? How long was the silence? As he held onto Mickey, did he picture her life from this point forward as a ward of the state? Did he picture a building full of unwanted children fighting and scrabbling for love and attention? Did he picture little Mickey growing cold and distant, a withdrawn teenager doomed to walk the same path her mother did?

			Whatever went through his head, he made his decision and arranged with social services to take Mickey home. His wife Jo – my mom – is kind, big-hearted but strong, and stern enough to reign in even Mickey. His three daughters would be good company. They’d planned on a fourth anyway. So meetings are arranged, paperwork filled out, and less than a week later my dad drives north with Mickey.

			What must it have been like for her? I wonder if she has ever been in a car before, seen open country. It is summer, and Wisconsin is startling in its beauty: trees green and lush, farms with fat grazing cows, a sky so blue and endless she has to press her face against the glass to look up and up into it.

			The ride is so long she needs desperately to pee, but when they arrive, finally, her need is forgotten. The house is huge compared to her apartment and seated on an expanse of lawn that must seem to stretch to the ends of the earth, and with a garden full of shiny blobs of vegetables, and a swing-set planted beneath a tall tree with trembling leaves. A creek divides the lawn from a small stretch of wooded land to play in. Raspberries and mulberries grow with wild abandon. Only a ten-minute walk down the road is Lake Como and the beach. I can’t help but think this must seem like paradise to Mickey. Yet up here, in Wisconsin, Lake Como is the poor town. Despite their lack of money, my parents are sure the open country and a real family will help Mickey to heal.

			Some unhappiness needs more than green grass and creeks and woods and hugs and love to cure, though. Can we fault my parents for their failure? They saw the cure in change and love, because those things have always worked for them before. But Mickey’s ghost could not be exorcized with sunshine and love. That bloated, bluish thing followed Mickey all the way north, invisible to those what would help her, stretching its cold fingers toward all that would try.

			So I imagine those first days, as my dad described them. He takes a few days off to help my mother. They take Mickey shopping, though they’ve little enough money. They buy a few new clothes, a new doll. The rest of her wardrobe is filled out with cast-offs from their oldest daughter, Sonja. Although now that they’ve been given Mickey’s papers, my parents find out she’s two years older than their eldest daughter.

			The girls are introduced. The parents try to explain how they have a new sister. Sonja warms to the idea, takes immediately to the older, mature new friend. The middle child, Michel, seems less sure. She’ll surely finds ways to antagonize the older girl. It is her way, and is mostly friendly. Getting Mickey to put a chili pepper in her mouth is Michel’s way of making friends.

			The first days are a trial. Mickey won’t sleep in a bed. She won’t eat from dishes and silverware. All she eats is cereal from a box. Every meal is a trial of coaxing the little girl to sit at the table, pick up a piece of silverware, eat something homemade and healthy. When my dad is around, only on weekends after those first few days, she insists on sitting on his lap to eat. Spaghetti sauce sauce slaps her face as her new sisters teach her how to suck a noodle up between her lips, everyone laughing.

			Baths are a trial. She is terrified of the water at first, thrashes and screams. Finally mom gives in and gets undressed and steps into the water herself and begins to wash. This doesn’t work. The next time she gets Sonja in. Soon they have Mickey bathing. Her skin takes on a healthier glow: pink cheeks, flea bites healing, hair falling in neat ringlets. She takes the rag doll in the bath with her and tries to float her on the plastic soap dish. She learns how to make squirt guns from My Little Ponies by removing their tails. My mom is relieved, even while cleaning the water off the bathroom walls.

			Getting her to bed is a trial. Mickey won’t stop sleeping on the floor, even though my dad has built bunk beds for her to share with Sonja. She won’t even sit on a bed. If my mom sets her on any bed in the house, she screams and bolts immediately to hide in a closet. I don’t think she slept once in the bed, though my mom took her out to garage sales to find sheets and blankets she would like: Star Wars sheets and a blanket with puppy paw prints. They’re still in my mom’s linen closet, though now they’re faded almost beyond recognition.

			It’s one trial after another, but Mickey is accepting her new home. My mom is taming the girl. My dad is happy, and looks forward to weekends home with his little girls and his wife. He is proud of them all. Because he doesn’t see the ghost, not yet.

			Because it is when the entire family is growing the most comfortable, bringing Mickey slowly back to life, that the ghost drags her away. Summer is drawing to an end. Mickey is enrolled in school, the little blue building with the mural painted on it. The school has the same pale, faded tinge of her not-dead mother who follows her everywhere. This frightens Mickey. She sees its walls, its windows closed up with blinds, the monkey bars and merry-go-round in the yard. Her new mom thinks this is a safe place, tells her she’ll spend five days each week here. If she was good, they’d let her use paint on the wall, add her own little something to the mural.

			“And I’m not far away. You can have anyone call if you want me to come get you.”

			She is a good mom.

			She thinks Mickey is ready.

			She’s been eating, washing, sleeping – though still in a sleeping bag on the floor. (She has asked for the puppy blanket, but is told she may not have it until she sleeps in the bed.) Mickey agrees to go to school, though she is afraid. She’s put in a class with Sonja. They’re allowed some time before the rest of the class arrives to explore the room, while my mom discusses Mickey with the teacher out in the hallway.

			The inside of Mickey’s desk smells of melted crayons and she spends too much time with her head plunged inside, examining the contents. “They won’t put me in here, will they?” she asks Sonja. Sonja assures her that no, they only sit at the desks, not inside them. But the closets in the back are worrisome, too. “They won’t put us in there, will they?” Mickey wants to know. Sonja doesn’t think so, though she remembers – sometimes the older kids are cruel, will make you get inside.

			“I won’t let them,” Mickey tells her. “I’ll protect us.” But Sonja has her doubts. Mickey’s older, but not much bigger than her.

			“I have special powers,” Mickey says. She gives Sonja a reassuring hug. “I can teach you them if we need them.” With the assurance of their shared strength, Mickey starts school for the first time.

			The first week my mom receives calls from every teacher. Mickey won’t sit in a desk. She stands in the back of the room. Sometimes she starts, her feet making a quick shuffle from side to side: an animal caught in the open, dodging for cover that isn’t there. She doesn’t talk to the other children. Yet she’s quick with lessons. She’s protective of and helpful with Sonja, a sweet sister. She painted a lovely rag-doll on the mural. Everyone is hopeful for her. My mother feels such relief, such pride.

			She cannot see Mickey’s ghost.

			But the ghost is there. It is there in the low, late afternoon sun as my mom trudges up the stairs with a basket of laundry. It’s in the room with the girls, where my mom finds Mickey and Sonja. It’s there with Mickey, who has Sonja’s Raggedy Anne doll hanging from the ceiling. A white tuft of stuffing sticks out of Raggedy Anne’s stomach. My mom’s butcher knife is clutched in one of Mickey’s hands, the doll carefully steadied in the other hand.

			She is teaching Sonja how to play ‘kill.’

			Her tone is academic, motherly. She shows how the blade tip should enter the side. “It is most powerful if you cut up, toward heaven,” she tells Sonja.

			I remember when Raggedy Anne was passed down to me, how I’d always been curious about her stitches. Maybe she’d been jumping on the bed, or fallen from a tree.

			Now when I pick up Raggedy Anne I see my mom in the door, her hand going to her mouth. This frightens her more than anything she has seen in her life, because that’s her little girl, her Sonja, that is watching Mickey, learning from her. And what if Mickey decided one day to turn that knife on something alive? Maybe one of her little girls even?

			That instant is frozen in my head, my mom watching the girls with a hand over her mouth. Raggedy Anne hanging from the ceiling. The knife. Mickey’s steady, instructive speech. Mickey is trying so hard to be a good big sister.

			My mom must have called my dad then, cried, told him to come get her, take Mickey back. And how sad he would have been, how practical, coming for her, taking her back to the city. The long drive silent as the car left the lovely green paradise behind. A hug good bye, a pat on the head, a “be good.” These are all sad as I watch them in my imagination, but still I see Mickey, in that room with Sonja, playing kill, playing the big sister as best she could while her mother’s ghost stood behind her, the expression on her face unreadable.

			[image: ]

		

	
		
			Hungry Coyote

			Judi Calhoun
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			“Jake Redhorse, from Flagstaff,” said the store clerk; he held my driver’s license close to his glasses, studying my photo. “You don’t look like no Indian.” He was the nerdy nosy type, wearing a black sweat-shirt with white bold lettering, New Hampshire 603 rules.

			“You’re a long way from home. At least, you’re not one of those Massholes,” he glanced at me from over the top of his glasses. “What tribe are you from?”

			I felt my chin jut out and my eyes lock onto his. I fought the urge to pound the turd into next week. 

			“Sorry, I guess I wasn’t being politically correct,” he said nervously, handing me back my license. His eyes still on me, slowly he lifted the twenty-dollar bill off the top of the twelve-pack of Heineken, and turned to his register.

			A wind gust slammed into the sign-covered storefront windows and forced the double doors open enough for some snow to rush inside, along with a strident, high-pitched shrill. 

			“This is a really bad storm,” he said, studying a monitor hanging from the ceiling on the opposite wall, where a female broadcaster was pointing at a weather map. “If this keeps up all night, they just might shut down the interstate. They did last week. You traveling very far?”

			I stared him down as I moved my jacket aside to slide my wallet into the back pocket of my jeans, watching him catch a glimpse of my 9 mm Beretta. 

			“Are… are you a cop?” he stammered, staring at my gun.

			I grabbed my beer from the counter, and stepped away feeling his eyes following me out the door. The thick, wet snow struck my face with a raw wind gust. I held onto my Stetson, cursing this east coast misery. I climbed swiftly into my black SUV and opened a beer before starting the engine.

			Nosey son of a bitch! Maybe I should have emptied my mag into his scrawny ass. Nah, he wasn’t worth the ammo. What the hell was wrong with me? I was used to dealing with punks like him. People sucked no matter where you go, except maybe Flagstaff. Suddenly, I was feeling homesick. Thinking about watching star trails on the Reservation with old friends, beer, and war stories and that damn government housing – I’d never live there again, but still honor my people who do.

			I glanced down at the manila file folder on the seat next to me, flipped it open and stared at a bad photo of Chris Stonecryer – unnecessary, since I knew him. He was a Company man, but not a very good one, with a slightly balding head, unshaven round cheeks, very small eyes, and lack of attention to detail. All his information was printed out neatly on official ink-jet paper. 

			He was thirty-five, born in Somerville, moved to Cambridge. Last year, his wife found nirvana. She shaved her head and left with the loony people for California. He’s not the first man to be dumped by a wife who went crackers and joined some doomsday cult, and he probably won’t be the last. 

			None of that mattered because his number was up. He was my next target. I was ten miles outside of Boston, in the burbs, wishing my job was over. Wishing I was sitting at home in front of my fireplace, watching the Broncos beat the Cardinals, slugging down a twelve pack and trying to forget the looks on my victims’ faces when they knew they were about to die.

			Some days I wondered how many people would be alive if I’d just given up this stinking job and gone into another line of work. The SOBs that I got, would have taken out other innocent people… and maybe I’d even have myself a wife or a family, well… maybe not.

			Either way, it didn’t matter much. I couldn’t quit. I knew the score. Just like my target, Chris – he’d made too many mistakes. He was sloppy. If I got sloppy or tried to run, I’d be terminated next.

			The wind slammed against the side of the SUV, rocking and strong-arming the fenders, trying unsuccessfully to lift this two-thousand-pound machine, as if it were a worthy opponent. 

			I closed my eyes after a moment, enjoying the taste of my Heineken. Navajo drumbeats commenced their tense rhythm inside my brain. I could feel it; an open vision was coming. My Shaman grandfather puffing on that stone pipe, sitting in the lodge on a dream quest. He always had foresights about my dangerous future. 

			“Foolish Grandson, why must you live and die another man’s life? In youth, you are so old, wrinkled before your time.”

			Shit! He was right. I was ancient. Only thirty years old, but I looked forty-nine. The business of death makes you old. I knew that was true, and yet I would harden my thoughts and do the job. I was the best. That’s why they called me. 

			“Jacob, every new moon Death calls your name…soon Jacob will be dead. Come home Little Mule. The spirits will protect you.”

			Tap, tap, tap!

			I opened my eyes to see the store clerk knocking on the glass. My hand went immediately for my gun. I didn’t trust anyone, no matter how harmless they looked, and he didn’t look completely harmless. I pushed the button to roll down the window, and I raised the Beretta, pointing the barrel in his face. “What do you want, Squirrel?”

			His hands flew up with a gesture of surrender, and he started to tremble.

			“I… I saw your eyes closed. I… I thought you were dead.”

			“Do I look dead?”

			“Ah… um, no Sir. Um… you forgot your change.” He slowly drew his hand from his outside pocket to take out two one dollar bills and some silver coins.

			“Keep it!” I said immediately shutting the window as fast as the damn button would permit. I watched the wide-eyed clerk disappear into the heavy snow, glancing backward way too many times. 

			I can’t even enjoy a beer in peace. 

			I was about to put it into gear when a white Altima stopped a few parking spots away. A beautiful young woman, maybe in her late twenties, rushed inside. Some kind of long smock or blouse stuck out under her jacket (heavy but too short) and ribbons of deep auburn hair dangled from the pile on top, as if rebels declaring her to be beautiful. 

			I couldn’t stop looking at her as if she were an angel. I did something I never do. I fantasized about what it might be like to be married to that woman. 

			Jackass! She’s probably already married. 

			I glanced at the clock on the dashboard: three thirty-five a.m. I downed another beer, and slipped the SUV into gear.

			The main road was nearly deserted as I maneuvered onto the slick pavement. I thought about that woman and wondered why she was out on a night like this, wondered where she worked, and almost wished I had a normal job.

			I’ve lost my mind or something. Where was this stupid melancholy coming from? Snap out of it, Redhorse!

			I drew myself up taller in the seat and drove onto the freeway. I ponied-up a safe distance behind a state truck spraying salt and sand from the spreader that hung beneath the massive tailgate. We were going slow enough to keep the law off my back. 

			I took the exit that would get me over to Route 2 heading south. The snow had let up a little, but the roads were a mess. I pushed the four-wheel drive button and only slid once when I turned onto River Street before making another left onto Franklin.

			The lights from a coffee shop, Anna’s Place, warmed up the cold, falling snow. The blow-up technicolor images of blueberry cakes in the front window made my mouth water just thinking about the smell and taste. 

			Not now. Business first, that was the Redhorse way. I found Stonecryer’s apartment, did a U-turn and thanks to a citywide parking ban, I was able to pull up in front of the building across the street. 

			Something was wrong. It just didn’t feel right. It was too clean – too easy. 

			Those Navajo drums… wood on leather, mellow music pounding now inside my heart. My dead grandfather wanted to talk… to show me a vision. This was not the time to close my eyes and go into a trance, but his voice broke through my stubborn ignorance. “Jacob, coyote is always out there waiting, and coyote is always hungry.”

			That ancient proverb may have served me well all my life, but Grandfather just let me go, let me do my job. 

			The moment I got out, another blast of wind tried to steal my breath as well as my hat. I struggled with the gale-force squall, wrestled with the back door. I leaned inside and dropped my hat on the seat, unzipped my bag and found my Glock. I made sure it had a full mag, before I screwed on the silencer, then shoved it down the back of my pants. Glancing around the silent snowy streets, I shut and locked the SUV. 

			I checked my cell. It was 4:01 a.m. I turned off my phone before I shoved the key into the apartment building front door lock, and felt the doorknob turn in my hand. The job always came with keys. It was better than the old days, when you could get arrested for breaking into a place, never mind the murder charge.

			Stepping inside, I was grateful to be out of that shitty storm. 

			Holding my Stetson in my hand shaking it, I wiped my wet hair away from my face and studied the bank of metal mailboxes, confirming Stonecryer’s apartment number: C3. I pushed open the inside door and glanced around the dark hallway before I started climbing the stairs. 

			The plan was simple: I’d find him sleeping. I’d put two rounds into his head, take a quick photo on my smartphone, hit Send, and a check for ten thousand dollars would be deposited in my bank account within ten minutes. Then I’d be on my way to the next job. 

			Even before I reached the top step I knew there was a problem. The dim light of the hallway reflected brightly on his angled-open door. Shit! 

			I swiftly grabbed my Glock and held it snug against my leg as I moved stealthily toward the open door. Be invisible, I told myself, glancing into the darkness. Holding my breath, I leaned against the wall, cursing my luck.

			There was no noise coming from any of the apartments. A child’s softball and baseball bat were laying in front of apartment C5, just dropped, as if by the child arriving home late. I cringe at the thought of a child sleeping only two doors down, with things going wrong. I moved silently, snatching them, and shoving the gun up under my armpit. I used the bat to push the apartment door slowly, further open, hearing it creak as it moved. 

			Nothing. 

			I held my breath and tossed the ball inside. 

			I heard the pop first, turned to get out of the line of fire. A ripple of small explosions started in the room just behind my back. The percussion and flames sent me flying. I felt my Glock fall somewhere – I cringed at the thought. The loss of my weapon would be considered sloppy work, and the first mark on my record – but I couldn’t even try to find it. I went flailing, grabbed for the railing and hauled my ass over, landing hard on the stairs below. I could feel my ankle snap. The pain shot up my leg. My right hand was burned by whatever the hell that was, and it felt as if the fire took all my bones, rendering my hand and ankle useless. 

			Damn coyote bad luck! I should have known. I had no choice but to lay there for what was probably only a half a minute, but felt like a half hour of vulnerability, laid out, helpless.

			Dizzy now from the pain, I rushed down two flights, hearing more explosions ripping through the upstairs apartments. I was out the door and finally able to breathe. I shoved my hand into a snow bank and screamed low from the torturous pain shooting up my arm, watering my eyes.

			My SUV was gone. Was I out long enough for it to have been towed? It wasn’t the authorities, or the place would be swimming with cops… shit, how long was I out? Unless someone with keys – the Company? 

			Suddenly I understood, Chris was not the target. I was. The tables had turned. 

			If I use my phone, they could easily track me. I hobbled down the dim street, snow and wind slamming into me. I was heading for that coffee shop when a dark figure stepped from beneath the shadowy scaffolding of a half-renovated brownstone.

			Immediately, I reached for my Berretta. The pain in my hand nearly brought me to my knees. My fingers refused to bend.

			“Redhorse,” said Chris, holding a gun on me. “I guess you’re not as smart as I was worried you might be.”

			Hiding my bloody hand behind my leg, I drew closer to faced him down, warrior to warrior. “Why does the Company want me dead?” 

			He laughed with a deranged look on his fat face. “They don’t want you dead – I do! I want to make the big money, just like you do. I figured if I killed badass-Jake Redhorse, those Company assholes would have to take me seriously. I hacked into their database and found my name at the top of the list. So yeah, badass-Redhorse, I knew it would be you who came gunning for me.”

			“You’ve botched way too many jobs, Chris,” I said. “They’re never going to promote you or give you more money. You kill me, and an even bigger price tag will be on your head.”

			“No,” he was breathing heavily and nervously wiping sweat from his face with his coat sleeve. “You’re wrong, Jake. I’m going to prove it to you, and to them. Bounty boys like you are a dime a freakin’ dozen, but a man like me, who can come up with his own resources and even trick a bounty-boy… I’m worth more to them if they put me in management, and I’m dangerous to them if they don’t, and with you dead, they’ll know it.” 

			He raised his arm, and I watched his finger lightly squeeze the trigger. That’s when I rushed him. I might have knocked a smaller man on his ass, but Stonecryer’s girth kept him standing. 

			The gun went off. Blood exploded from my arm.

			Son-of-a-bitch! It burned like hell. My Navajo spirit guide kicked me in the ass. All my Ancestors were with me in spirit filling me with this unexpected, awesome rush of adrenaline that spiked through me – a spear-thrust of anger. I pounded him in the nose. Blood gushed and he whined like a baby but didn’t go down. We struggled, and I kept trying to get the gun from his hands. It went off again, this time hitting me in the chest. 

			The pain felt as if my heart was being sliced out of my chest by a machete. I must have been already dead and yet still fighting with a fat man on the snowy streets of Boston. 

			“What the hell are you made of?” asked Chris. “A normal person would be dead right now! Are you some kind of super machine?”

			“Give me that gun, you asshole,” my voice heavy, my dizziness growing. 

			The gun went off again. This time, the force knocked me backward onto the un-shoveled sidewalk. I lay still, feeling the cold flakes as they melted on my face, as the blood pooled and coagulated in the snow. 

			* * *

			Eight years old and I was standing in the woods with my gun-site set on a large Elk doe. Grandfather was holding my elbows to steady my aim, but I lowered the barrel of my gun. 

			“I can’t do it, Grandfather,” I said. “I can’t kill.”

			“Jacob, a brave man must die only once, but a coward dies many times. Do you understand?”

			I nodded yes, but I really didn’t understand, and yet I wanted to, desperately. I took a deep breath and swung my rifle up, pulled the trigger. When the round struck her upper shoulder, the fear in her eyes branded a fire rod in my soul. She staggered some, and then wild panic forced her feet to run… run with fear, perhaps believing she could outrun death. I wondered if in that moment, on the threshold of eternity, did she feel more alive, was there a spark of brilliant clarity right before the light was fully extinguished from her eyes? Yes, just like her, I also believed I could outrun death.

			On that warm autumn morning with Grandfather, something died inside of me too. Since then, I have died a thousand times, and now I was bleeding out in a strange land. “…a coward dies many times. Do you understand?”  I had not understood the question that day…

			My eyes opened when a flash lit up the darkness. Chris had taken a photo with his cell phone and was turned away from me, but I could see him smiling as he typed a message with his thumbs. My breath scurried off with the demon wind into the snow-filled night sky.

			* * *

			“Mr. Redhorse,” said a strong female voice. “Can you hear me?”

			“Where am I?” I asked into the ether, opening my eyes, taking inventory of my body and surroundings. I saw the bandages on my hand. My chest felt dented and heavy as if coyote himself was standing on top of me all night.

			There was a familiar face gazing down at me. Familiar? And then I knew why. She was the woman from the quick mart. Well, well, how ironic. So, this is where she works.

			“Welcome back, Mr. Redhorse,” she said, placing my chart on the small table next to me. “You are here at Tufts Medical Center.” Taking a warm and firm hold of my wrist, she glanced down at her watch. “You’re a very lucky man, a half inch closer to your heart and you’d be dead. As it is, your left lung was grazed and you nearly drown before they stopped the bleeding. Do you know who did this to you?”

			“No,” I lied. My first words to the owner of that beautiful burnt umber hair, and I lied.

			“The fire department found you. They were on a call for an explosion a block away. The police want me to ask you: Do you know anything about that incident? Is that the incident that brought you here?”

			“I wish I could answer your questions,” I said. “But right now, I just don’t know.”

			I half wondered if she figured out that I was feeding her lies, but she didn’t ask any more questions. Nobody did. I’d been holding my breath for the police to come, but they never came. The Company always cleaned up every loose end. 

			Seven days later when I was strong enough to walk, I found my clothes in the closet, and my cell phone still inside my jacket pocket. I had five missed calls and two text messages. I glanced at the last one. It was under the Company group name, and said two words: JKR Terminated.

			A brave man must die but once…Grandfather’s words still rang in my head. They thought I was dead. When that slime, Chris, took my photo and sent it to the Company, they Terminated me. 

			Chris was supposed to destroy my cell, as it was the only thing on me that could possibly lead back to the Company. A big part of the job was getting rid of all evidence. Chris was sloppy and not a good Company man. He never would be. And they would never trust him with a promotion.

			All I needed to do was make one phone call, and Chris would be dead, and I’d be back in business. I held my thumb over the number ready to dial.

			“Jacob,” said Grandfather. “A warrior recognizes the end of seasons and knows when to lay down his weapons. Remember what I have said many times, your first teacher is your own heart.” 

			 My heart asked me the question; do you want to return to this blood profession? 

			I leaned on my cane heavily as I turned slowly toward the bathroom. I glanced at my reflection then back down at the cell phone and smiled. What the hell, Chris would be dead soon anyway. My heart was my teacher. 

			I didn’t hesitate – I dropped the phone into the toilet and flushed my old existence away.
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