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Jake Solves the Impossible: Introduction



This is a collection of "impossible crime" mystery short stories.


Jacob Black is an amateur detective in 1920's silent movie era Hollywood. 
Jake solves impossible crime mysteries.


By profession Jake is a novelist, writer for the pulp magazines, 
and Hollywood screen writer. Jake writes adventure tales, about pilots and sea captains.


My stories are "real mystery tales", with puzzle plots,
clues, detectives, and a cast of suspects. They tend to be cheerful,
comic and colorful, with real plots. I hope you enjoy them!
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A Detective Is Born



A Jacob Black "Impossible Crime" Mystery


by Michael E. Grost


It was a few days before Christmas, 1923. But it was not snowing.
This was Hollywood, in Southern California, the land of eternal
sunshine. Jacob "Jake" Black was marveling at the weather.
Back when he had been a high school math teacher in Milwaukee,
the snow piled up in 12 foot drifts off Lake Michigan. Now he
was a novelist and a novice movie scriptwriter, and was waiting
in the outer office of Simon Hansen, the Hollywood producer. Little
did Jake know that he was about to be plunged into the middle
of a baffling murder mystery.


Jake had arrived at the Mammoth-Art studio headquarters a few
minutes before. It was a large, white-washed building, single
story, and dignified and dramatic in its modernistic architecture.
Here was where the producers had their offices. It was just one
building in the enormous studio campus, which was filled with
film stages, outdoor sets, craft workshops and dressing rooms.
A receptionist directed him to Simon Hansen's office. 


When Jake went into Hansen's waiting room, off a distant corridor 
in the building, he nearly ran into cowboy star Buck Hennesey, who was
coming out. Jake recognized Hennesey right away, from his many
movies - Jake had never met Hennesey in person. The large, brown
haired Hennesey wore a gray Western style suit, and string tie.
The famous cowboy star seemed to be in a rage. The murderous look
on his face was a contrast to his smiling screen image. Presumably,
Buck Hennesey had just had a meeting with producer Simon Hansen,
and Jake wondered what had made the famously good-natured star
so angry. Jake had always been a big movie fan, and normally he
enjoyed the glimpses of the stars he was getting on his trip to
Hollywood. Hennesey had always reminded Jake of a giant puppy
dog, and kids had always loved Hennesey, recognizing that basically
he was just a big kid himself, getting to ride a horse and have
cowboy adventures. But the appearance of Hennesey foreboded problems.


The waiting room was a large affair, like all the rooms at the
studio. It was filled with a low, brown leather couch and chairs for the
visitors. A desk along the back wall was the domain of Hansen's
secretary, and a door in the same rear wall led into the producer's
private office. Although the room was windowless, bright ceiling
lights flooded the room with light. Everything at the studio was
always extremely well lit.


Hansen's secretary, a beautiful young woman named Sally Carter,
had announced his presence to the great man, over the telephone
to his private office, and politely asked Jake to take a seat.
All the studio secretaries out here were beautiful. Jake guessed
they were aspiring actresses. Sally wore an elaborate jumper,
with deep pockets and lots of ribbons, that was fashioned to look
like an artist's smock. Jake could imagine her with a palette
in hand, bending over a painting on an easel.


Jake himself was a young man, around thirty, neither handsome
nor ugly. He was tall - his five foot eleven inches caused him
to tower over most men in the 1920's - and slim. He wore a spiffy
tweed suit that made him look like one of the prosperous young
go getters of the era.


Following a conversation, presumably with her boss, over the telephone,
Sally ushered Jake into the producer's sanctum. The producer rose
to greet him, reaching out to shake his hand. Simon Hansen was
a man in his forties, trim and with graying temples. He was dressed
in the most beautifully tailored suit Jake had ever seen. The
Hollywood rumor mill was rife with stories about Hansen's womanizing.


"Sit down, Black," the producer waved him into a chair
in front of his desk. Hansen seated himself in a low backed leather
swivel chair behind his huge mahogany desk. This was Jake's first
view of the producer's office.



 

The office was a perfect square, around fifty feet on each side.
Aside from the producer's desk, which was dead in the center of
the square room, and its accompanying chairs, there was very little
furniture in the room. The desk was arranged so that the producer
was facing front, towards the room's only door, which led through
the office's front wall to the outer waiting room. Directly behind
the producer's desk, around twenty feet back, was the room's only
window, a tall, wide affair in the back wall. Only a small casement
frame, set into the window around three feet off the ground, actually
opened; the rest of the ultra-modern window was a huge pane of
solid glass, that stretched up from the casement top to the ceiling.
This was Jake's first look at an actual building in the modern
architecture style, complete with huge acres of plate glass; he
was quite fascinated. The only other major pieces of furniture
were a long couch, that stood against the front wall of the room,
next to the door; a large globe of the world, on a heavy, solid
wooden stand in the back left corner of the room, an expensive
radio on a mahogany table next to it, and a small portable bar,
now closed, that folded up into a two foot high black lacquer
cabinet along the left hand wall of the office. The theme of the
elegantly appointed office was wood: wood paneled walls; wooden
bookcases, elaborate wooden frames around some oil paintings,
and a hardwood floor so well polished it could have served as
a ballroom. Unlike the rest of the studio, the lighting was elegant
and subdued. The whole effect was of a prosperous business office,
of some tycoon. There was little to tie it to the movie business.


It was very different from the poverty stricken offices of the
pulp magazine editors Jake used to visit in Chicago. Those had
been full of photographs of the editors with their writers, Jake
included. Jake had contributed numerous tales of sea and air adventure
to the pulps, written at night when he had finished teaching classes
in Milwaukee. His best story was a pirate serial he had contributed
to the pulp magazine, Adventure. His editor had urged him
to try to get it published as a regular book. This was the best
piece of advice Jake had ever got. Flashing Cutlasses of the
Tortugas had become a runaway best seller, a book that everybody
read and talked about, from beauty parlors to barbershops. Jake
had wound up getting a seven week contract to come out to Hollywood,
and write a pirate adventure for director Allan Dwan.


"I've been assigned as a tentative producer to The King
of the Pirates," Hansen said, referring to Jake's movie
treatment. "Your script shows good storytelling, but several
scenes in it will be too expensive to produce as a movie. I'm
hoping you can come up with alternatives that will be more practical
to produce". Jake got the feeling that this was more than
a wish - it was an order. Still, Jake was glad to be learning
the movie biz, and felt the producer was probably giving him some
good tips on film writing.


Hansen wheeled his chair over to the book case. He pulled out
a copy of Jake's book. Jake was still a new enough author to feel
a thrill ever time he saw a copy of his novel.


"Here's a scene in Chapter Seven that might make a good replacement
for the pirate fight in the script," the producer said.


Hansen pointed out several parts of the film he felt needed changes.
He emphasized his points by waiving around a letter opener in
the shape of a large bronze dagger he picked up from the desk.
The dagger was huge Indian style ornamental affair, with a filigreed
handle interwoven with what looked like large rubies and emeralds.
Jake recognized it as a prop from a picture of a couple years
back, where it was worn in the belt of an Arabian sheik - Jake
would never miss any Hollywood tales of Asian adventure. While
the jewels were almost certainly paste, its point looked razor
sharp - the producer used it at one point to slit open mail.


When the conference was over, Sally came in and began working
with Hansen to open and sort out his new mail. Jake left and went
to the outer office. As he was about to leave, two people came
into it and sat down. Jake recognized both of them. One was the
producer's wife, Lola Hansen. A former starlet herself, Lola Hansen
was a beautiful and expensively dressed woman. She was a handsome
brunette who had played society ladies and European aristocrats
on the screen. Despite the elegance of her frock, Lola Hansen
looked upset and angry. Jake wondered if the same rumors he had
heard about Hansen's womanizing had also reached his wife.


The other visitor to the office was Gregor von Hoffmansthal, a
young and rising actor, who specialized in dashing Viennese aristocrats
on screen. He was dressed in a formal, European cut suit, and
wore his black hair in a stiff, military style brush cut. The
fan magazines said that young Hoffmansthal was the son of a Hungarian
count. He too looked angry, although it was perhaps only his rigid,
soldier like posture that conveyed this impression.


"I need to see my husband right away," Lola Hansen announced
to the room. The producer's wife was clearly much agitated. Immediately,
Hoffmansthal sprang to his feet, and went over and bowed stiffly
over Lola Hansen's hand.


"I would be only too glad to delay my appointment with Herr
Hansen, to please such a lovely lady." The muscular young
actor clicked his heels together, and formally bowed deeper, kissing
Lola Hansen's fingers. The actor spoke with a slight middle European
accent, although his English was excellent.


Suddenly, Jake was struck by a feeling that he had seen Hoffmansthal
somewhere before. Try as he could, he could not place where this
had taken place. It must have been in Hollywood, since Jake had
never been to Hoffmansthal's native Europe, or anywhere outside
of the US Middle West before his current trip. He found himself
staring at Hoffmansthal in wonder. All of a sudden the young actor
became conscious of Jake's steady glare, and returned the glance.
His features underwent a transformation. Jake found his look hard
to interpret. But all of a sudden he realized that Gregor von
Hoffmansthal seemed to be afraid of Jake. Jake was startled. In
Jake's experience, people were rarely afraid of him. Jake was
an affable young man, and had the hail fellow well met manners
that were considered good form in the 1920's. And Hoffmansthal
could hardly be physically afraid of Jake. He was around twenty
pounds heavier, and could easily subdue the slim writer in a boxing
match. But still, Jake definitely felt that young Hoffmansthal
was afraid of him.


Lola Hansen flung open her husband's office door. He came to the
door, followed by Sally, who returned to her desk in the outer
office. The startled and none too pleased producer escorted his
wife into his office, and closed the door.


Jake was about to leave when he was quietly called over by Sally.


"Mr. Black," Sally asked, "I wonder if you could
do me a big favor. I need to run an errand. Could you mind the
desk for me here? It will just be for a few minutes. If anyone
calls, tell them I'll be right back."


Sally hurried out the office door, while Jake seated himself at
the secretary's desk. He had a good view of the whole office,
and the hallway through the door. Although the inner door to the
producer's private office was closed, he could hear the loud,
angry voices of the producer and his wife through the door, although
what they were saying was not clear. Suddenly, the voices died
down. After a minute, Lola Hansen came out of her husband's office,
slamming the door behind her. She looked white in the face and
angry. She sat down in the outer office, and started going through
some papers she had.


Gregor von Hoffmansthal looked more and more impatient. It was
clear he wanted to see the producer, but no invite came from the
office. Finally, after several minutes of waiting, he rose and
moved towards the producer's door. He looked resolute and angry,
his huge shoulders squared under his formal suit. Without knocking,
he flung it open, and went into the producer's office, quietly
closing the door behind him with a gesture of finality. There
was dead silence. Jake was alone in the outer office with Lola
Hansen. But not for long. In a minute, Gregor von Hoffmansthal
opened the producer's door. He too looked white and shaken.


"Come and see" he ordered Jake.


Jake re-entered the producer's office with the actor.


The producer was seated at his desk, his head and shoulders slumped
face forward over the desk. The hilt of the jeweled dagger stuck
out of his back.


Jake took the producer's pulse. Simon Hansen was dead.


The time was a quarter after one.







The police did not take long to arrive, followed soon by Lieutenant
Moe Apfelbaum of Homicide. The Lieutenant brought along a crew
of finger print men and the medical examiner. Jake, Lola Hansen,
Gregor von Hoffmansthal, and Sally, who had returned soon after
the discovery of the body, were all still present.


The Lieutenant kept the witnesses all waiting in Hansen's outer
office. A patrolman stood guard over them, making sure nobody
left the room or talked with each other. The Lieutenant had them
into Hansen's office one by one, where they told their stories.
He also had the finger print men take prints of everyone in the
case.


Jake was seated next to Gregor von Hoffmansthal, in adjacent chairs.
He noticed that Hoffmansthal actually had steel plates near the
heels of his shoes, so that when he clicked his heels together,
they made an appropriate loud clicking sound. Jake had read that
some formal European military dress uniforms had such plates,
but he had no idea that people actually put them on civilian clothes.
The shoes were actually low boots, in a formal European style.


Jake was called into the office first. While he told his story,
a patrolman took careful notes of everything he said. Jake could
read the patrolman's Pittman shorthand - Jake had trained himself
in shorthand, using it to make notes for his stories when in a
hurry.


After Jake had told his story, the Lieutenant did some thinking.


"So you were never alone in the office at any time, before,
during, or after the murder," the Lieutenant stated.


"That's right" Jake said, after a pause. "Either
the secretary was there, or Mrs. Hansen, or Hoffmansthal".


"If your story checks out, you have a complete alibi. You
also could be a valuable witness."


"Lieutenant," Jake said quietly. "I've had an idea.
Everything else in this office is so functional. But that globe
in the corner does not seem to have any real purpose. Could there
be something hidden in its stand?"


The Lieutenant went over, and began to feel around the corner
of the stand. It looked like a solid block of wood, around three
feet high and two feet deep. Soon, his hands pressed a hidden
spring, and the front of the wooden stand sprung open. Inside
was a steel safe. The Lieutenant soon had the safe open, using
one of the dead man's keys on the lock. The safe was full of business
papers and securities.


"Thanks! That was a good idea," the Lieutenant told
Jake. He paused. "Your name seems familiar to me. Maybe I've
seen it on the screen."


"I doubt it, Lieutenant. This is my first assignment in Hollywood.
Mainly, I've just written a lot of pulp magazine stories."


"I've got it!" the Lieutenant said excitedly. "You're
Jacob Black. You write for Adventure. I've read all your
stuff: Air Aces of the Texas Rangers, Planes over the
Pampas, Daredevils in Yucatan, Sky Heroes of the
Secret Service." The Lieutenant knew all of the air pilot
serials Jake had written in Adventure and Thrilling
Air Stories. Moe Apfelbaum paused for a minute.


"Say," he continued. "How would you like to stay
on and observe the police investigation? You've got the writer's
eye - your descriptions of everything that happened here were
very observant. You might notice some more key details that might
be useful in the investigation. Plus you know these Hollywood
people, and you might pick up on things they say."


Jake shook Moe Apfelbaum's hand. "Thanks, Lieutenant. That
would be a swell opportunity. I've never had a chance to see a
murder investigation before."


The Lieutenant had a seat arranged for Jake to one side, where
he could get a good look at all the witnesses when they were brought
in.


"Clearly," the Lieutenant said, "either Lola Hansen
or Gregor von Hoffmansthal did this murder. Both were in a rage
when they went to see Hansen. They were the only two who had the
opportunity to commit the crime. Even a midget or a child of four
would be too big to get in or out of the murder room's only window
- at least the small part of it that opens up. There's a heating
duct in the ceiling too, but it's also too small for anyone to
leave or enter by, and its covering grillwork is firmly screwed
on.


"We do not know about motives yet, but we'll uncover those,
too."


Lola Hansen was incoherent. She was obviously hysterical, understandably
so in the circumstances. She did make clear that her husband was
alive and unharmed when she left him, sitting at his desk. She
knew nothing, she said, that could throw any light on his murder.
The Lieutenant had her sent home with a patrolman, postponing
a more detailed interview till tomorrow.


Gregor von Hoffmansthal entered the office. He maintained a stiff
military posture throughout the interview. Jake had expected him
to be arrogant, condescending, even insolent. However, the actor
surprised him by being polite and apparently cooperative throughout
the interrogation. The story he told was simple. It was also in
direct contradiction to Lola Hansen's.


"Simon Hansen was dead when I entered the office, Lieutenant".
Hoffmansthal pronounced the word "Lieutenant" German-style.
"He was head down on the desk, with a large knife sticking
out his back. I was shocked, and simply stood staring for a minute.
Then I went over, and took the dead man's pulse. There was none.
There was nothing more to do in the office. I went outside, and
summoned Black here."


"Did you move the body?"


"Only his arm, when I took his pulse. I touched nothing else
in his office. I looked around briefly, but no one was there.
There is no place to hide in the office, and no way in or out
but the door. I know it is against police procedure to touch anything
at a crime scene, Herr Lieutenant."


"Why were you there to see Hansen?"


"Hansen was annoying a young lady at the studio with his
unwanted attentions. I was there to make him see reason about
this, and ensure these stopped." Hoffmansthal looked grim,
and one could see the rage in his rigidly correct military carriage.


"What lady is this?" the Lieutenant asked.


"I am sorry, Lieutenant," the actor apologized, humbly
and apparently sincerely. "I cannot involve the name of a
blameless young woman in a murder case."


Further badgering of the witness by the Lieutenant did not succeed
in obtaining the name of the woman.


The Lieutenant dismissed Gregor von Hoffmansthal as a witness.


Before he left, Hoffmansthal bowed to the Lieutenant. "If
there is any assistance I can offer you Lieutenant, my services
are entirely at your disposal." Hoffmansthal sounded sincere,
and genuinely respectful of the Lieutenant, as he had been through
the entire conversation. Even a little awed. Jake was somewhat
surprised. Then again, he reflected, Hoffmansthal was very young,
like most silent movie performers: maybe twenty-two or twenty-three.
It was always hard to predict how people so young would react.







Lieutenant Moe Apfelbaum of Homicide was also a big man - around
five foot eleven. He was around thirty-five years old. He had
crisp black hair, startlingly piercing black eyes, and a mouth
that looked built for laughter. Right now, he was not laughing.


Instead, he was staring down at the body of Hansen. He was responding
to the medical examiner's diagnosis.


"Stabbed in the back, eh? Standard operating procedure for
Hollywood studios. Was death instantaneous?"


"Yep. This baby wouldn't have been able to move at all after
being knifed, if that's what you're wondering." The medical
examiner was a middle aged guy with bushy eyebrows and an experienced
manner.


"It also explains why the dead man didn't leave a note identifying
his killer." Moe Apfelbaum moved behind the victim's chair.
"Someone must have stood here, right behind him, while he
was seated at his desk. Then stabbed him. Someone he knew and
trusted, or he wouldn't have let them stand there." He looked
up at the doctor. "Could a woman have committed the crime?"


"You mean, like his wife out there in the office? Sure. A
child of ten could have done it. It wouldn't take much strength
to wield that dagger."


The fingerprint men were finishing up their work. "No prints
on the knife, chief," one of them said. "It's too full
of scrollwork. All clear to handle anything in the office."


Moe Apfelbaum carefully pulled the knife out of the corpse. "It's
as light as a feather. Must be hollow." Apfelbaum propped
the dead man up in his chair.


"Nothing on his desk under where the body lay except his
blotter. Let's see if there is anything underneath the desk."
Moe Apfelbaum gently wheeled the dead man out from the desk. There
was nothing in the cubbyhole. But Hansen was clutching an elaborate
looking document in his lap. The Lieutenant pried it from the
dead man's fingers.


"Looks like a legal document. Never saw so much tiny print
in my life. Who can read these things - microbes?" The Lieutenant
took it over to the office window, where the light was much better.
After a minute, he let out a whistle. "This looks like divorce
proceedings. Lola was serving her husband with divorce papers."


Moe Apfelbaum thought about this a little. "This makes it
more likely the killer was the merry widow out there, rather than
his highness. If Lola killed him, he still would have had these
divorce papers in his hand. But if Hoffmansthal had murdered him,
Hansen probably would already have put these papers away in his
desk. Of course, our young hero barged right in, and Hansen might
still have been reading them at the time. But you'd think Hansen
would have put them right away, rather than holding them in his
lap.


"Still, it's still possible than Hoffmansthal is our killer."


A uniformed patrolman who had been searching the grounds outside
tapped on the back window. This was Officer Thomas O'Brien, a
handsome young policeman who hoped to break into the movies as
an actor. O'Brien was thrilled to be at the studio exploring a
crime scene, and hoped to get noticed by some studio talent scout
during the course of the investigation.


The Lieutenant walked over, and O'Brien handed him a matchbook
he had found, through the open casement. The casement was around
a foot high, and three feet wide. It was hinged along its upper
edge, sticking straight out horizontally into the room in its
open position, and placed square in the center of the bottom of
the huge plate glass window, which was much bigger. The casement
was the only part of the window that opened or closed.


"Hmm. This matchbook looks like it could have been here for
weeks," the Lieutenant said. "It probably doesn't mean
much."


"The ground out here is as dry as a rock, Lieutenant,"
O'Brien said. "No footprints."


The Lieutenant went over and looked inside the portable bar. It
was filled with bootleg booze. Even in his younger days, the Lieutenant
had not been much of a drinker, and with the high cost of bootleg
liquor during Prohibition, he had given up drinking entirely.


"What do people see in this stuff?" he wondered.







A frightened looking Sally Carter was brought in for questioning.


"Where did you run off to, just before the killing started?"
the Lieutenant asked.


"I was in the ladies powder room," Sally said in a small
voice.


"Did anyone see you there?"


After some thought, Sally named Felicia Alburton, a studio screen
writer.


When questioned, Alburton confirmed that she had seen Sally Carter
in the ladies room, when she had come in around 1:15. Sally had
been fixing her make-up in the mirror.


The Lieutenant was pleased to meet Felicia Alburton. "My
sister-in-law reads your novels," he told her.







Later, a fascinated Felicia Alburton cornered Jake, and got all
the details of the murder from him. Felicia Alburton was a scriptwriter
under long-term contract to the studio. She had been a successful
writer of romantic novels before coming to Hollywood, and still
turned out an occasional book on weekends - "I have to keep
my hand in," she told Jake. She had the cubicle next to Jake
in the writer's building. Jake could often hear her typewriter
pounding out at around a mile a minute through the partition wall.
She was of indeterminate age, but probably in her late forties.
When Jake had arrived in Hollywood, she had taken him under her
wing. She knew plenty of gossip about everyone in the movie world,
and loved to dish it out. "Felicia Alburton" was her
literary pseudonym, but she had used it so long in both her personal
and professional life that she claimed to have forgotten her real
name.


Jake asked her to give thumb nail sketches of some of the people
in the case. The two were seated in Felicia's cubicle, which was
full of framed jacket covers of her books.


"Lola Hansen? A very rich woman. She invested the money she
made from her pictures in local real estate. Then the oil boom
came along, and Lola was sitting on top of some of the biggest
gushers in California. I'd be surprised if Simon Hansen allowed
her to divorce him. She's one of the richest women in Southern
California, and the oil leases are all in her name.


"Gregor von Hoffmansthal? A tireless worker. He regularly
puts in fifteen hour days on his pictures. They always have him
on horseback, or leaping off balconies, or fighting sword duels.
He's one of the best fencers on screen. Maybe there's a clue there
- Hansen was killed with a knife. When Hoffmansthal's not making
pictures, he's either working out as an athlete - he never smokes
or drinks, and is always in training - or taking acting classes
at the studio. You know, that is typical of the young performers
in this city. You can't make pictures unless you're in peak condition.
There's just too much work. I saw him once on location, on a movie
directed by Michael Curtiz. Curtiz is a Hungarian, too, you know,
and the two men were rattling away in Hungarian before each scene.
No one else had any idea what they were saying," Felicia
laughed.


"Buck Hennesey? He's a terrific stunt rider, and expert with
a rope and lasso. Too bad this crime was done with a knife, and
not a rope, or we'd have our murderer right here. Buck has a flair
for inventing mechanical devices, and they use a lot of them in
the making of his films. Do you think he could have let down a
rope with a knife from the ceiling heating duct, and somehow stabbed
Hansen that way? His wife is a pretty, sweet young thing, who
certainly did nothing to encourage Hansen's attentions. They've
gotten worse and worse, and finally Buck threatened to kill Hansen
last week, at a party.


"Sally Carter? Rumor has it that Hansen was chasing after
her too. I feel sorry for her. She's another beautiful young girl
with no money, and dreams of stardom out here in Hollywood. She
deserves much better than Hansen, but his type often preys on
ignorant, penniless young women like her.


"Simon Hansen? A special degree of obnoxiousness in women
chasers. I'm surprised no one has killed him before now. They
ought to give a reward to whomever did him in." Felicia sounded
bitter. Jake looked at her in surprise. "Yes, Hansen went
after me once, around five years ago. It was not a pretty experience."
Felicia set her jaw. Jake decided not to pursue these painful
memories further. Felicia offered a final comment. "I tend
to believe Hoffmansthal's story, that Hansen was annoying some
young woman at the studio. A man like Hansen could have used his
money to obtain liaisons with many willing women in this city.
Instead, he exploited his position to hound women who were employees
of this studio, threatening them with the loss of their jobs.
Such a heel is more interested in tormenting some young woman,
than actually having an affair."







Jake had been invited that night to a studio party. It was an
elegant affair, and it gave the nouveau riche members of Hollywood
a chance to put on the dog. Jake wore his tuxedo, which made him
blend in with most of the men there. As soon as Jake had started
making money from his pirate novel, he had bought some better
clothes. Like everyone else in 1920's America, Jake wanted to
be as dressed up as possible. Among other things, it was a mark
of respect to the other people around you, to look your best.
Jake was especially proud of his tux.


Jake rode the trolley to the fancy hotel where the party was held.
But many of the people there arrived in private cars, something
Jake had never had the money to own. Jake had been riding streetcars
all his life, and he enjoyed the chance they gave him to see the
city around him. Back in Milwaukee, he had often been able to
write on the streetcar. He kept a little notebook in his inner
suit coat pocket, and often jotted down episodes in his stories.
Now Jake was able to see the fabulous buildings and palm treed
landscape of L.A. He also enjoyed the streetcars themselves, which
were of a different make from those back East. The one he was
riding looked just like the one Harold Lloyd had ridden in his
comedy one-reeler, Off the Trolley. Lloyd and his zany
leading lady Bebe Daniels had wound up all over their trolley,
including the roof and hanging from the cable line, and Jake hoped
he wouldn't wind up in the same position.


Jake went inside the huge hotel ballroom. This was his first Hollywood
party, and he enjoyed just wandering around looking at the guests.
He said hello to a few people he knew from the studio. Felicia
Alburton was also at the party. She wore a light blue evening
gown that set off her ash blond hair.


Buck Hennesey was at the party, talking about new home movie camera
he had put together. It used the new two-color Technicolor process,
and would record anything red or green, but not blue. He promised
to give a demonstration to his listeners at the studio sometime.


Gregor von Hoffmansthal was in full white tie and tails. He wore
a red sash diagonally across his chest, the traditional mark of
royalty. Both the sash and his tail coat contained a number of
orders and decorations, huge metal sunbursts set with jewels.


Hoffmansthal was introduced to a lady, a studio executive's wife.
He clicked his heels together, and formally bowed, kissing her
fingers. His black patent leather evening shoes must have had
the steel plates too, because they made a most impressive clicking
sound.


A long, wide corridor led from the hotel ballroom, where the party
was being held, to distant regions of the hotel. Far down the
corridor, an elderly maid was coming out of a storage room, wheeling
an enormous cart piled fifteen feet high with sheets, laundry
and storage boxes of items the guests had had laundered. The maid
did not notice a small step down in the corridor, however, and
the cart spilled its contents all over the corridor.


Immediately Hoffmansthal sped down the distant corridor to the
maid, excusing himself from the group with whom he was talking.
With his usual enormous energy, he righted the over turned cart,
and began restacking the shirt boxes and sheets, carefully refolding
any that were disarranged. After around ten minutes, Hoffmansthal
and the maid had the cart all restacked and good as new. After
it was all over, he formally thanked the maid, "for the great
opportunity of offering her a small assistance". Next, he
bowed over the middle-aged maid's hands, and kissed her fingers.
Even down the long corridor, one could hear the loud click that
his shoes made when he knocked them together.


"Now there's something you don't see every day," Felicia
commented. "I wonder if he has an older brother at home."







The next morning Jake put on his sharpest suit. He wondered if
press photographers might be swarming around the murder investigation
at the studio, and he wanted to look his best.


The studio had rented Jake a bungalow, not far from the studio
itself. Jake had lived the last five years in a room at Ma Petrovsky's
boarding house in Milwaukee. The bungalow had more space in it
than anywhere Jake had ever lived before, and he was a little
awed.


Jake tried clicking his heels together, while standing in front
of the full length mirror in his bungalow. All that happened was
a dull tapping sound. It didn't have the dynamic sounding "Click!"
that Gregor von Hoffmansthal's steel plates produced.


"Some guys have it, and some guys don't," Jake thought,
laughing at himself.


After breakfast in a local lunchroom, Jake stopped off at a newsstand
near the studio entrance. The papers were full of yesterday's
crime. Various papers had dubbed it "The Indian Dagger Mystery,"
"The Hansen Murder Case," "The Mysterious Affair
at Mammoth-Art" and "The Puzzle of the Punctured Producer".*


* Years later, while reviewing his notes on the case, Moe Apfelbaum
noted that "The Mysterious Affair at Mammoth-Art" echoed
the title of Agatha Christie's first novel, The Mysterious
Affair at Styles, while the other three phrases anticipated
the series title patterns of the mystery writers Ellery Queen,
S. S. Van Dine and Stuart Palmer, respectively.







The Lieutenant called Jake at the studio, telling him he was picking
him up in a police car and taking him along to see Lola Hansen.


When they got to the Hansen house, a big home up in the Hollywood
hills, a maid showed them into the living room. Arched doorways
were filled with bead curtains, containing every color of the
rainbow, and ultra-modern looking, angular furniture was everywhere.
The house was a riot of soft pinks, greens, scarlet reds and light
oranges. After Lola Hansen came down and greeted them softly,
sitting down on a pink satin divan, Jake sat on a pink-orange
leather chair, while Moe nervously seated himself on a scarlet
leather settee, looking as if it might collapse if anyone actually
sat on it. Huge masses of pink Chilean Escallonia flowers
were everywhere in the room, their cut stems sticking up out of
shiny brass vases.


Lola Hansen still looked in shock, although she had composed herself
since yesterday's tragedy. She gave no sign of any grief for her
late husband, and Jake wondered if his numerous infidelities had
long since cooled any affection in their marriage.


Lola confirmed that she had served her husband with divorce papers
yesterday. "Simon was most disagreeable about this,"
Lola said. "He told me he'd fight this divorce every inch
of the way."


"When I left him, he was sitting at his desk. The divorce
papers were in front of him, on the desk. He was very much alive."
Lola said quietly. "Then, a few minutes later, he was dead.
I have no idea who killed him. Maybe one of the women he had wronged,
or their husbands.


"I had no motive to kill him. I did not need my husband's
money - I have real estate investments of my own, from my career
in pictures. And I was going to divorce him, get him out of my
life. I had no reason to kill him."


"There was one thing I did notice about my husband's office
yesterday. There was a strong scent of ylang-ylang in it. It's
a scent used in making perfume. It was just in my husband's inner
office, not in his waiting room. I'm very sensitive to scents,
Lieutenant. That's why I surround myself with flowers," Lola
said, gesturing at the vases.


"I wouldn't know ylang-ylang if I smelled it," the Lieutenant
said.


"Follow me," Lola suggested. She swept out of the living
room's French doors, and into a garden path of the estate. A bright
orange cat, that had been sleeping on an orange colored sofa,
rose up and followed her, not wanting to miss out on any action.
She stopped in front of a small tree, covered with huge masses
of small yellow flowers. She pulled a branch down, and told the
men, "Smell this." Jake put his nose into the bunch
of flowers. Instantly, he smelled a scent he had sniffed many
times before, but had never known its name. It was the base for
half of the women's perfumes he had ever smelled. "This is
an ylang-ylang tree," she told Jake and Moe. "It comes
from the Dutch East Indies. The scent is distilled from the flowers,
then used to make perfume." A sign on the tree gave its scientific
name, Cananga odorata. Lola Hansen's estate was virtually
a botanical garden.







Moe and Jake were in Griffith Park, in the heart of Los Angeles.
A Western movie was being shot there. Griffith Park, with its
many hills, its huge open areas, its extensive trees and woods,
was a favorite locale for outdoor scenes in the movies. Plus it
was cheap to take a crew there, just a few miles from the Hollywood
studios. Jake had only been there once before, to go to the Los
Angeles Zoo, which was right in the center of the Park. Jake had
been impressed with the Zoo's extensive collection of snakes.
But he now had to admit that most of the snakes seemed mild compared
to the late producer.


The Lieutenant was following up on Felicia's report that Hansen
had been threatened by cowboy actor Buck Hennesey. Hennesey was
reportedly angry over the attentions Hansen had paid Hennesey's
wife, and the cowboy star had publicly threatened to kill Hansen
if he didn't stay away from her. He had also been seen leaving
the producer's office, an hour before the murder. Now they were
interviewing Hennesey in the tent that served as his portable
dressing room, on location in Griffith Park.


"Mr. Hennesey," the Lieutenant began.


"Call me Buck," the actor interrupted. "Everybody
does". Buck Hennesey was dressed in a head-to-toe white cowboy
outfit. His huge white ten gallon hat was on a small portable
table beside him. The actor was the idol of children everywhere.
Jake found it hard to imagine this movie Good Guy killing anyone.
But jealousy could drive a person to extremes.


"Buck, we're investigating the murder of Simon Hansen. Where
were you yesterday after One O'Clock, when the killing took place?"


"Right here, being photographed in the movie. There are around
fifty eye witnesses in the crew to prove it. And I have to say,
I was glad to hear that skunk was killed. He was as rotten as
they come." Buck didn't mince his words. "At least now,
I'm not going to need my camera."


"Camera?" Moe asked.


"Yep. I had a cinematographer friend rig up a hidden camera
in that bum Hansen's office. It's rigged to take pictures when
anyone leaves or enters. I was hoping to catch him in the act
with women he shouldn't be with. Maybe you guys can let me get
it back from Hansen's office."


Moe and Jake just stared at each other.







The camera had in fact been set to take pictures a few seconds
after anyone opened or closed the door of Hansen's private office.
A hidden wire led around from the door to the camera. It used
a wide angle lens, and its field of vision encompassed both Hansen's
desk, and the region around the door. It had been concealed behind
books in the far back wall of Hansen's office. Its technical ingenuity
reminded Jake that they were in Hollywood, home of the world's
greatest photographic technicians.


The pictures showed the events of the previous day with startling
vividness. Jake found himself staring at a picture of himself
being greeted at the door by Hansen when he entered the producer's
private office, and a second photo showing Sally entering the
office a few minutes later, bringing in the producer's mail. The
men's features were clear and instantly recognizable. There was
no shot of Jake leaving the office - Sally had left the door open
when she entered with the mail, and Jake had left through this
open door. Shots were only triggered when someone opened or closed
the door. But there was a third shot of Sally closing the door,
immediately afterwards. The fourth photo showed Lola Hansen entering
the office, with Sally and Hansen working on his mail at his desk.
A fifth showed the producer closing the door, immediately after
Lola Hansen entered, with Lola seating herself in the visitor's
chair before the desk.


Both Jake and Moe began to hold their breath. The police photographer
who was developing the shots at the police lab was about to come
to the heart of the matter: the shots taken at the time of the
crime itself.


"Here's the shot with Lola Hansen leaving the office."
Jake and Moe clustered around. The producer was plainly shown
to be fully alive - he was half rising from his chair, his arms
were raised in a gesture, his alert features were caught in profile,
and most clearly of all, the full shot of his back revealed no
knife.


"Lola Hansen was telling the truth," the Lieutenant
said. "Hoffmansthal is our killer." The shot also showed
Lola Hansen at the door, which she had just opened, preparatory
to leaving the office. The next photo showed an equally living
Hansen, now seated at his desk, alone in his office, presumably
taken immediately after Lola Hansen had closed the door behind
her on leaving the office.


The two men watched in anticipation. The next shot should show
Hansen alive, greeting Hoffmansthal as he entered his office,
just before his murder by the young actor. It was a photo that
would send Hoffmansthal to prison for murder.


Slowly the next shot emerged. The bath of photographic chemicals
caused the image to gradually darken on the black and white print.


The photo showed Hoffmansthal entering the door of Hansen's office,
his hand still on the knob of the door. A startled look was on
the actor's face. It was not hard to see why. Halfway across the
office, the producer was slumped face down over his desk, the
knife in his back. Hansen was in the exact position he had been
when Jake had first seen his murdered body the day before. He
looked dead.


"Hoffmansthal seems to be innocent too," Jake said quietly.
"Both Lola Hansen and Gregor von Hoffmansthal seem to be
telling the truth."


"But that's impossible," the Lieutenant said.







Later shots revealed no more clues. The next shot in the sequence
showed Hoffmansthal after he closed the door, with the producer
still dead at his desk; then came Hoffmansthal leaving the office;
then followed one of the closed door; the one after depicted Jake
and Hoffmansthal entering. The very dead looking producer did
not move or change position in any of these. Gregor von Hoffmansthal
looked genuinely shocked and surprised in these photographs. But
then he was an actor, and could probably fake surprise. On the
other hand, he presumably did not know of the camera's presence.
After that, there were steady streams of police entering and leaving.
They formed a vivid photographic record of the tragedy. But they
did little to offer further enlightenment.


"The whole thing seems impossible" the Lieutenant said
again. "You were watching the door, and not even a midget
could get in or out of that window."


Moe and Jake discussed some possibilities. "Gregor von Hoffmansthal
and I stayed in the office after the murder, and guarded it, till
the police arrived," Jake said. "Then a squad of police
were in the office continually. Even if a murderer had been hidden
somewhere in the office - say in the cubbyhole of Hansen's desk
- there would have been no way for him to escape before the police
arrived. You would have found him later when you pulled Hansen's
chair away from his desk."


Jake had a couple of ideas, which even he felt were far fetched.


In response to Jake's query, the medical examiner affirmed that
Hansen had been stabbed from close range.


"The knife could definitely NOT have been thrown at Hansen
from a distance," the medical examiner said. "Whoever
did this, stood behind Hansen and personally thrust the knife
into his back. The marks on the wound make this clear. It would
not have been possible for the knife to have been thrown by Lola
Hansen or Hoffmansthal from the door, or anywhere else, for that
matter." The medical examiner also threw cold water on Felicia
Alburton's theory that the knife might have been wielded via a
rope, maybe from the ceiling air duct. "Whoever thrust the
knife in was very forceful. They stood right behind the producer
and stabbed him."


Secondly, Jake suggested to the Lieutenant that there might be
a secret passage leading into the producer's office.


"You mean like in The Cat and the Canary? Sure, there's
a secret panel in the bookcase," Moe said, tongue in cheek.
"It swings open, and a claw-like hand shoots out, bearing
an Indian dagger. Maybe there are hidden lookout points behind
the oil paintings on the walls, too." Moe cracked a smile.
"It would be a lot of fun if it were true. I've always wanted
to work on a case with a spooky mansion filled with secret passages
and hidden treasure. But this is a modern office building, and
it seems unlikely for any secret passage to be there. But I'll
have my men check it out. It can't hurt to cover all the bases."


Thirdly, Jake had Moe put the producer's office to a thorough
search, something that had not been done before. The Lieutenant
had had the office continually guarded by a patrolman from the
time of the murder - he had been concerned that someone would
try to tamper with Hansen's business papers. The Lieutenant had
had a police business expert going through these at the office.
Neither Hansen's secretary Sally Carter, nor his wife Lola Hansen,
had known about the hidden safe in the producer's office. It looked
as if Hansen had been using it to conceal assets from his wife.
Now, Jake had the Lieutenant instigate a search through the office,
looking for some sort of knife-wielding or throwing machine that
could have killed the producer. A trap that could have been sprung
on him while he was alone in the office, after Lola left and before
Gregor von Hoffmansthal arrived. While they were at it, they also
made a search for any secret passages.


Walls were tapped. The solid plaster ceiling was explored. The
equally solid and very expensive hardwood floors were tapped.
Carpenters were brought in. The library of bookcases were searched
book by book. Aside from the hidden camera mechanism they had
already found, everything looked just like a regular business
office. The producer's chair was taken apart. Its leather cushions
were just that: leather cushions. The desk was dismantled, and
studied by experts in a Los Angeles furniture business. It was
just a desk. The lamps and ceiling lights were also dismantled,
by the same experts. Nothing.


They did find the source of the ylang-ylang scent in the producer's
office. A letter sitting on the producer's desk, postmarked the
day before, was drenched with it. Its envelope had been slit open,
presumably with the Indian dagger letter opener, but the contents
did not add much to the case. They were a love note from one of
the producer's girl friends, but they were only signed with an
initial, "D". The fingerprints on the envelope included
Sally Carter's, plus another set, also found on the letter itself,
presumably those of the girl friend who wrote it, that did not
match those of anyone in the case. Sally Carter confirmed that
the letter was one of those that she had brought into the producer's
office, just before the arrival of Lola Hansen - and his murder.
She had opened it for Hansen, along with the rest of his mail,
but he had not gotten around to reading it before they were interrupted
by Lola.







Gregor von Hoffmansthal was giving an interview to Screen Stars
magazine. They were in a patio like area in the center of the
studio grounds, and Jake stopped to watch the end of the session.
The dashing young actor was dressed in a white polo uniform, for
the photo shoot that accompanied the interview. He wore the number
7 on his chest, and carried a large polo mallet, which he maneuvered
with practiced grace, holding it in various positions for the
photographer. The tailored sports uniform looked so new and perfect
that Jake wondered if it had ever been used in a polo game. The
fancy riding boots, which laced up to the actor's knees, looked
as if their shiny leather had never been scuffed.


The female reporter rose after the interview was over.Hoffmansthal
rose immediately as well, and bowed deeply, clicking his heels
together. The familiar loud click was heard again.


"He's even got the plates on his polo boots!" thought
Jake.


Jake suddenly remembered where he'd seen the young actor. He walked
over and took the young actor aside, where they could talk privately.
"You're Greg Karzag" he told the young man. "You
used to be a student at our school in Milwaukee, when I taught
there. You played football, and were on the fencing team."
The young actor was blushing beet red by this time. "You
were never in my math class, and you've grown up and filled out
some as an adult. But you're still Greg Karzag. I used to go to
your father's butcher shop sometimes." The elder Karzag and
his wife were poor Hungarian immigrants, who worked hard and endlessly
at the family butcher shop in Milwaukee. Their son, one of three
kids, had been born in this country, and was American as the flag.


The actor squared his shoulders, but he found it hard to look
Jake in the eye. "The studio publicity man dreamt this up,
passing me off as a Hungarian nobleman," he told Jake in
American accented English. "This is my big chance. I arrived
here in Hollywood three years ago with twenty dollars from my
Mother. She'd managed to scrimp and save it up from the butcher
shop. I'd been in our high school play - I was the Red Shadow
in The Desert Song - and knew how to fence. But otherwise
I had no experience. The studio has been teaching me everything
- how to act, how to ride a horse, how to dance."


"What about the accent?" Jake asked. "Isn't that
hard to keep up?"


"No. It's the Hungarian accent I learned from my parents,
when I was a little kid. I talked that way till I went to grade
school, and started losing it, learning American English from
the other kids. I can switch from my folks' accent to standard
American English and back without any trouble. It all comes naturally.
And I can still talk the Hungarian I learned at home, too."


Greg looked Jake in the eye. "So, are you going to expose
me to the press?"


"I can't see why," Jake replied. "What good would
it do? I hope I'm not such a heel that I'd gossip about a man's
career."


"Gee, Mr. Black, that's great." Greg beamed at him.


Jake suddenly felt like he was back in high school, teaching class,
with Greg one of the students. He wasn't sure he liked that.


"Call me Jake," he told the young man friendily. He
held out his hand. Greg took it and smiled, and the two men shook
hands.


"Maybe you can come out to our house some Sunday," Greg
said. "I bought my folks a house in San Bernadino. They can
retire out here and take it easy. My Mother can make you dumplings
and goulash."


Later, the two men were talking over lunch at a local Chinese
restaurant.


"I recognized you that day, in Hansen's office," Greg
said. "I was afraid you would say something then about knowing
me in Milwaukee."


"Even if I hadn't recognized you," Jake said, "there
were clues that you were not a real Hungarian aristocrat.


"For one thing, you are supposed to be the son of a Hungarian
count. Yet you have been wearing a sash, an item indicative of
royalty. A count's son is not royalty. Royalty would be a King,
or an heir to a King's throne. A sash looks great in a movie -
it is very dashing - but it is not something worn by most real
aristocrats.


"For another, the steel plates on your shoes, to make a sound
when you click your heels together. This too is a great special
effect. But real European officers wear these on military dress
parade, not with civilian clothes."


"The studio costume designers wanted to put across the idea
that I was European aristocracy," Greg said. "It looks
as if they overdid the effect a little. They were always looking
for something to help get the illusion across. They've had me
photographed in polo costume too, riding on a horse. I can ride
now, but have not learned to play polo yet. I am always hoping
no one will challenge me to a match. Fan magazines are always
having actors photographed playing polo. Every actor in Hollywood
has been in a polo photo shoot."


"Do your polo riding boots have steel plates on them, too?"
Jake laughed.


Greg nodded. "All my footwear has them."


"Another clue," Jake said. "You work much too hard
for an aristocrat. An aristocrat would enjoy coming to Hollywood
and partying with the stars, hanging out at their swimming pools.
Plenty do. But would a real aristocrat want to come here and work
fifteen hour days at the studio? Only ordinary people like us
would work that hard. "


"Another clue," Jake said. "You dropped everything
to help the maid with the sheets. I'm not sure a real aristocrat
would help a servant. You should have avoided assisting her, if
you wanted to maintain your image."


"What sort of a man do you think I am?" Greg expostulated.
"There was a woman who needed help. Lifting boxes is easy
for me, and hard for her. I spent my teenage years hauling meat
at the butcher shop. Stuff like this is easy."


"Spoken like an American," Jake said.


"I've seen plenty of rich Americans in this town who don't
treat servants very well. I hope I never get a swelled head like
that, " Greg said.







Jake did what he always did when he wanted to concentrate, and
think hard about a subject. He went under a tree and sat down.
Here it was an Australian tea-tree in full bloom, a Leptospermum,
something that they didn't have back in Wisconsin. It reminded
him a little bit of an apple or a cherry tree. But it served just
as well. He spread his long legs out in the shade, and began to
concentrate.


Suddenly Jake began to see the answer. He had a flash of insight
about the central nature of the crime and how it was done. From
there he began to apply logic. He was able to deduce the killer's
identity. When he reviewed it, it was like a proof in mathematics.
From the information he had in hand, he was able to deduce the
whole nature of the crime and who did it.


Jake immediately went to police headquarters, and contacted Moe.
The police building looked like a Spanish hacienda. It was beautiful
and cheery. It didn't look anything like the grim barracks-like
police buildings he'd seen going past on trolley car rides in
Milwaukee. Moe had an office towards the back of the second floor.
The furnishings were old and cheap compared to those in the studios.
But somehow they looked homey as well. Moe had pictures of his
wife Esther and their two kids on his desk. There were also pictures
of George Washington and President Coolidge on the walls.


"Lieutenant," Jake began, "I think I've got answers
about these crimes."


"Shoot!"







Moe Apfelbaum had gathered all the participants in the drama together
at the late producer's studio office. He'd had Jake collect Gregor
von Hoffmansthal after his interview, and the young actor was
still in his polo outfit. Buck Hennesey was there, in his cowboy
costume. The Lieutenant had told him that he could collect his
camera if he showed up promptly at 4:00, and the star was there.
Like most Hollywood people, the cowboy star knew the value of
keeping to a schedule. Holding up a production through tardiness
was the ultimate sin. Sally Carter had been working at the studio,
in a different office, when the Lieutenant had requested her presence.
Felicia Alburton had been working at the studio as well. Lola
Hansen was there, dressed in slightly over dramatic black widow's
weeds.


Moe came over to Jake.


"Everything's all ready, for your reconstruction of the crime,"
he told the author.


"Is this standard police procedure, gathering everybody together?"
Jake asked him.


"Not exactly. But it's how Craig Kennedy always does it,
in Arthur B. Reeve's detective stories" the Lieutenant admitted.
"He gathers all the suspects together, for the finale of
the story. I've always wanted to try something like it in real
life, and decided here was my chance. Craig Kennedy was always
one of my favorite fictional sleuths," the story-loving policeman
added. Moe Apfelbaum was an ardent reader, and he had expert knowledge
of all of his favorite authors.


Jake had read the Craig Kennedy tales, too. Up till now he had
always enjoyed their superbly plotted and researched stories,
but now he was beginning to get a bit nervous. The great detective
Craig Kennedy was one of the world's greatest scientists, a professor
at Columbia University, who used the latest scientific discoveries
to solve mysteries and trap criminals. Craig Kennedy was also
a clean cut, forceful young man, the ideal type of American manhood.
Jake wondered if he could possibly fill Kennedy's shoes, in the
reconstruction of Simon Hansen's murder he was about to present.


The Lieutenant had had the photos from Hennesey's camera printed
off as slides. He had set up a portable movie screen, borrowed
from the studio, in Hansen's outer waiting room, and arranged
the slides in sequence in a magic lantern projector, also borrowed
from the studio. Jake had always loved magic lantern slide shows
in vaudeville, and this was his first opportunity in life to give
one himself. The lights were turned off in the office, Jake pushed
a switch on the magic lantern device, and the first slide, showing
Jake entering the producer's office, sprung up on the giant movie
screen. "So far, so good," Jake thought.


Jake walked everyone through the photographs, showing the crowd
the events surrounding Hansen's murder. The audience was rapt
in its attention. Jake explained that Hansen must have been killed,
by some mysterious method, after Lola Hansen left the office,
but before Hoffmansthal entered it.


The Lieutenant turned on the lights, and led everyone into Hansen's
private office. A row of folding chairs had been set up near the
front wall of the office, facing Hansen's desk. He directed the
suspects to seat themselves there. The Lieutenant motioned, and
a young uniformed patrolman went and sat in Hansen's chair, behind
the desk. This was aspiring actor Officer Thomas O'Brien's big
moment, and he was determined to make the most of it. O'Brien
gave everyone his biggest smile. He'd also gotten a fresh haircut
the night before, and given his shoes and his leather gun belt
a fresh spit shine that morning.


"We're going to reconstruct the crime," Jake said. "Patrolman
O'Brien will play the role of the late Simon Hansen."


"Here's where I began to get an idea," Jake continued.
"Hansen had been reading the divorce papers when he was killed.
Suppose he had done what you did, Lieutenant: taken the document
over to the window, where the light was better and he could read
the tiny print. But instead of walking to the window, he would
have scooted his chair over to the window. I saw him wheel his
chair to the bookcase. He might easily have backed his chair to
the window, and had the light shine over his shoulder on the document."


Patrolman O'Brien scooted the wheeled chair back to the window,
around twenty feet behind the desk. He sat with his back to the
window, with the light streaming over his shoulder on to the divorce
papers.


"Say the killer had been listening to the office conversation
right outside the window," Jake said. "The killer could
have reached through the window, and stabbed Hansen in the back."


A second patrolman, standing outside the window, mimed the motions
of Hansen being stabbed.


"Then the killer could have pushed Hansen's chair,"
Jake went on. "It would have rolled straight to Hansen's
desk, where he would have fallen over, face forward, when the
chair hit the desk and stopped. Just like we found him."


The patrolman outside the window gave Hansen's chair a firm push.
It scooted directly forward, over the highly polished hardwood
floor, straight to Hansen's desk. O'Brien duly fell over face
forward, hamming his role to the hilt.


"It all makes sense!" the Lieutenant said. "But
the bad part is, the killer could be anybody. Anyone could have
stood outside that window and killed him. Couldn't they?"


"That's what I thought at first, too," Jake replied.
"But later I remembered I'd seen the knife in Hansen's office
just before the killing. It is a unique knife, created as a movie
prop. It is the only one of its kind in existence. So somehow
the knife got out of the office, and into the killer's hands outside
the window.


"Who could have moved it?


"Only one person was in the office after I saw the knife
there, but before Hansen's killing. Sally was opening Hansen's
mail with him. They would be using the letter opener. When they
were interrupted, Sally could easily have slipped it absent-mindedly
into one of the deep pockets on her artist's smock. Then she ran
out of the office, presumably to eavesdrop on Hansen's conversation
with Lola."


Everyone in the room looked at Sally Carter.


Sally jumped up and started crying.


"I admit it. I killed him!" she said through her sobs.


"He told me he was going to marry me. I believed him. I should
have known what a liar he was, that he had no intention of marrying
me."


"When his wife came to the office, I ran around back, outside
the window, so I could hear what they said. He told her he would
fight the divorce, that he'd make sure she never got it. I felt
awful.


"Then he was right over by the window, like Mr. Black said.
I reached down into my smock, and found the letter opener there.
We'd been using it to open mail, back in his office, and I must
have put it into my pocket without thinking, when we were interrupted
by his wife. Then I got really, really mad. The next thing I knew,
I was standing there, holding on to the knife in his back, through
the window. I didn't mean to kill him. I just got overwhelmed.
Then I pushed his chair as far away as possible from me. It rolled
all the way over to his desk, and he flopped over. I went back
to the office, after fixing up my face in the powder room, but
everyone had already discovered the body."


Sally was sobbing uncontrollably. Buck was leaning over her, offering
her his handkerchief. "Now, now," he said "we all
know that Hansen was a snake. That sidewinder is not worth your
tears." Sally collapsed in tears and Felicia Alburton rushed
over to comfort her.


Moe talked quietly to Jake. "I don't think most juries are
going to be too hard on her. If she gets a good lawyer, she'll
probably get off with a minimum sentence. Maybe even parole."


A grateful Lola Hansen was thanking the police for their part
in finding her husband's killer. She gave Officer Thomas O'Brien
one of her cards, on the back of which she scrawled a note of
introduction to the studio's casting director.


"Thank you for everything," Moe told Jake. "If
I can get another challenging case, I'd love to have you work
with me again."


"I'd love to work with you again too," Jake said. "It's
I who should be thanking you. Working as a detective is a completely
new world for me. You brought out something in me I never knew
I had. But my film contract here only runs another four weeks..."


"Maybe you can sell the studio the idea of making a movie
of Sky Heroes of the Secret Service," Moe said. "US
Secret Service agents, tracking down counterfeiters using airplanes.
It'd make a great movie! And you could stay out here and work
on the picture."


"That, Lieutenant, is really an idea," Jake said.


Gregor von Hoffmansthal also thanked the police. He bowed deeply
to them, and his heels made a loud click, before he walked out
the door. 
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Extra! Extra!



A Jacob Black "Impossible Crime" Mystery


By Michael E. Grost


Los Angeles, 1924: The new air machine was being demonstrated
in a remote air strip on the outskirts of Los Angeles.


Among the spectators was the pulp magazine writer of air adventures,
Jacob "Jake" Black. Jake was also a screenwriter in
Hollywood, and he was accompanied by his friends from the studio,
the young actor Gregor von Hoffmansthal, and Jake's fellow scriptwriter
Felicia Alburton. Jake was around thirty, and Greg was in his
twenties; both men wore sharp suits and hats. Felicia was around
fifty, and wore a light blue spring dress. Jake also worked with
the Los Angeles police as an unofficial consultant on murder cases
- he had real skills as a detective. But Jake did not expect any
crimes on this beautiful Saturday morning in spring.


They stood with the sizable crowd, looking at a machine Jake had
never seen before in his life. It didn't even look like an airplane.
Instead of wings, it just contained a cabin, with what looked
like a large propeller stuck straight up on its head.


Suddenly, the weird looking machine made loud engine noises. The
propeller on the top began to whirl around. It made a huge racket,
and great gusts of air shot out from it, scattering leaves and
debris in every direction. Then as Jake watched in wonder, the
machine took off straight up into the air. It hovered for half
a minute in the air, then settled straight down again to the ground.
There was an amazed silence. Then everyone present began to cheer.


An awestruck Greg turned to Jake. "Have you ever seen anything
like that?"


"No," Jake replied excitedly. "The closest thing
one can compare to it is a hummingbird. They can take off straight
up in the air, too. If a bird can do it, a machine can do it too,"
Jake said confidently. "They call it a helicopter."
Jake was already making plans to have the pilot hero of his pulp
stories, the daredevil Buzz Connors, to pilot one in the next
serial Jake wrote. Buzz could use it to rescue flood victims from
the side of a cliff in Yucatan, Jake was thinking. And Buzz could
deliver a doctor to a remote location in the Andes of Peru where
there wasn't enough space to land a regular plane. Jake also wondered
if Buzz could land one of these machines right on top of a city
building. Jake had a vision of Buzz flying all over Chicago, landing
on the Stock Exchange building built by Louis Sullivan, or the
top of the Field Museum. Buzz would step out of the machine in
his black leather flying suit, and rescue a party of kids from
the roof, trapped up there by a fire. Of course, what Greg and
Jake saw was just a demo. A real machine that could fly for prolonged
periods of time wouldn't be available for many years. That wouldn't
stop Buzz from flying one in the pulps. Imagination was far more
important than realism in fiction, Jake deeply believed. The important
thing was to expand your readers' imagination, and sense of the
possibilities of life.


The pilot of the machine was soon giving the spectators a tour
of its insides, and explaining the controls. To Jake's surprise,
the pilot and the crew all read Jake's air adventure serials in
the pulps, and were fans of Buzz Connors. They liked the fact
that Buzz Connors was a 100% good guy, always trying to help people
with his plane and flying skills. The crew all felt that Buzz
reflected honorably on their work as air technicians. "Red",
the giant mechanic who maintained the machine, was an especial
Buzz fan.







Jake had made the mistake of telling the tailor he usually visited
that he wanted to get a suit for weekends that made him look like
a "sport". Now Jake was wearing the loudest suit he
had ever seen.


The suit was beautifully cut and tailored, in a splashy style.
It was a dazzling white, with black lines running through it creating
a bright check pattern. It had a huge, double-breasted vest, with
two rows of large gold buttons running up it. A gold watch chain
hung down over the vest, making a jaunty curve. The suit was narrow
in the waist, before expanding out into huge shoulders. Jake also
wore a shiny tie with alternating broad white and black diagonal
stripes, a white dress shirt, black and white two toned patent
leather shoes, and a sporty, visored cloth cap cut from the same
checked material as the suit. He carried a large black cane with
a shiny gold handle, and wore a large white carnation in his buttonhole.
The suit conveyed the impression that Jake was a sport who spent
his time hanging out at races, boxing matches and dance halls.
Jake did look like a million dollars in the well-made suit, in
a flashy sort of way.


Jake was a bit concerned. He had rarely been so casually dressed
before in public. He hoped no one would be offended by his informal
appearance. After all, this was the 1920's, and dressing one's
best was an important sign of respect for other people. Jake reassured
himself with the thought that after 6 PM, it would be correct
to change to his tuxedo, and look respectable again.


Jake suddenly wondered how people would dress in the next century,
the 21st. He was sure that with advances in technology, everyone
would always be dressed to the nines at all times, in fabulous
clothes. It would be an eye-popping sight, he was sure.


Greg had met Jake at the studio that morning. He was wearing a
well tailored jazzy, electric blue suit, that was at least as
loud as Jake's.


Greg handed Jake a shiny silver hip flask of the sort that was
de rigueur in the Jazz Age. "It's filled with ginger ale,"
he told Jake, "but you can tell everyone it's hooch."
He stuffed a matching silver flask in his suit pocket, also filled
with ginger ale. Neither Jake nor Greg drank, and the two men
grinned as if they were up to the last word in deviltry.







Felicia Alburton had brought Jake and Greg to the air show in
her new car, picking them up at Mammoth-Art Studio, where they
all worked. Jake had only ridden in a car once in his life before,
and he was thrilled. However, when they got on to the country
road leading to the airfield, Felicia accelerated, eventually
reaching high speeds of up to thirty miles per hour. Jake was
petrified. He had traveled much faster on trains, of course, but
those were closed carriages. Here, they were in an open car, and
could actually fall out. Felicia was a careful driver, and Jake
was reassured by her skill and caution. He wondered if humanity
would ever adjust to such dazzling speed, however.


When they were leaving the studio gates, a newsboy selling papers
on the sidewalk called out "Extra! Extra! Woman still missing!
Read all about it in the Daily Watch!" Jake gave the boy
a nickel, and bought a paper. Sarah Hartling was still missing.
Three days ago an obscure secretary in LA, she was now becoming
one of the most famous women in the city. She had been to a movie
two nights before last with a girl friend, saying good night to
her outside the theater. No one had seen her since. She had been
wearing a bright red dress and shoes when last seen. There was
a huge picture of her on the front page of the paper, the LA Daily
Watch. Although there was no real evidence, everyone thought that
she had been kidnapped. Her disappearance had become a newspaper
sensation, and everyone in Los Angeles was hunting for her. The
movie she had last seen was The Millionaire She Married,
a romantic comedy starring Greg, and which had been written by
Felicia Alburton. It made Felicia and Greg feel they had a connection
to the case somehow.


The film had been a huge hit. Felicia had written it especially
for Greg, hoping to change his screen image. He played a contemporary
leading man in it, a millionaire who owned a shipping fleet, and
it gave Greg his first chance to do a modern day romantic comedy,
instead of one of the swashbucklers in which he usually appeared.
Felicia was a terrific writer of romances, and the film had been
especially popular with women. It had also boosted Greg's popularity.
Greg was not yet a top star, like Douglas Fairbanks or Rudolph
Valentino. Their movies could bring in 5000 customers for each
screening of a movie at the large movie palaces in the big cities,
seven shows a day from ten in the morning till midnight, seven
days a week. That was 245,000 admissions per week, just in a single
theater! No wonder Hollywood made eight hundred movies every year.
The public loved silent movies. But Greg's star was clearly climbing.







Three college boys were watching the helicopter. They were neatly
dressed in sweaters and ties. Greg got in a conversation with
them. They turned out to be from back East, on tour during spring
break. They were having the time of their lives, soaking up all
the atmosphere of California. One of them, a student named John,
had read Jake's pirate novel, Flashing Cutlasses of the Tortugas,
and was glad to meet him.


"I am a writer of swashbucklers myself," John added
diffidently. "So far, I have just published them in our college's
student magazine." Jake promised to read John's stories,
if he would send him copies of the magazines.


Jake stopped at the airfield concession stand to say hello to
his friend Pop Hennesey. Pop had been a famous flyer in his day,
but in recent years his sight had gotten too poor for flying.
Pop was now so far sighted that he couldn't read the dials in
front of him on an airplane control panel. They were just a blur.
Now Pop worked as the caretaker at the airfield. This morning
he was helping out Arnold Bessey, the thirty-ish man who ran the
stand. The stand was jammed with people buying peanuts, popcorn
and candy. Felicia bought a "frozen banana", a chilled
banana dipped in chocolate sauce, while Jake said hi to Pop. Greg,
who was in training as an athlete for his stunt work at the studio,
looked wistfully at the hot roasted peanuts, but resisted them.
The concession stand was at the front of a medium size building,
opening out in the direction of the airfield.


Jake loved to hear Pop's stories of the early days of flying.
Pop had been a mail pilot, and his flying had taken him all over
Mexico and Central America. Jake had based several pulp tales
on Pop's reminiscences, giving Pop credit and sharing royalties
with him. Pop had the covers of the pulp magazines in which they
appeared framed in his office at the air field, the brilliant
colors of the cover paintings blazing from his office walls. Pop
discovered too that the stories were causing him to get fan mail
from kids, something he loved.


The airfield was a large open space, paved in concrete. At the
center of it was the machine everyone had come to see. The airfield
was used only for research work. It was a fully equipped airfield,
but small and used for research into new kinds of planes. It was
a hive of activities most days, but usually deserted at nights,
when everybody went home.







After the demonstration flight, people crowded in to see the interior
of the cabin. Just about everyone at the show, got a chance to
see the helicopter's interior. The plane's pilot, Montana Perkins,
a large man in a leather flight jacket, took turns with the other
crew members, Red and Sam, at demonstrating the controls. Typically
one of them would sit at the plane's cockpit, giving the demo,
while the other two would mingle outside the helicopter with the
waiting crowds, answering their questions.


The control panel of the machine's cockpit had a loud horn. When
it was pushed, the helicopter emitted a shrill blast that could
be heard all over the airfield, and maybe even in the next county.
Little kids kept sneaking up on the control panel when the crew's
back was turned, and sounding the horn.


Jake, Felicia and Greg had been among the first people to tour
the inside of the helicopter after the demonstration. Now they
were back outside, near a hangar at one end of the field, watching
the last members of the public step up to see the helicopter's
interior.


Jake stood staring at the machine, watching the final members
of the public reluctantly leave the plane - the air show was scheduled
to end at noon. He was beginning to get more and more ideas for
stories about the machine. He asked Greg and Felicia if they minded
if he just stood and looked at the helicopter for a while - his
mind was racing. Felicia, who was a writer herself and knew how
writers worked, hurriedly steered Greg back to the concession
stand, telling Jake to take his time - it was a beautiful day!


Jake stood in the shadow of a hangar. He kept his eye rapt in
attention on the wonderful machine. He soon saw the crew leave,
locking up the machine, but Jake didn't care. He kept his eyes
fixed on the machine, and let his imagination soar. Soon, he was
plotting out a whole story, in which Buzz Connors piloted the
new machine all over Chicago. The machine lay there peacefully
in the sunlight. The sun gleamed off the locked door of the helicopter,
which was directly opposite Jake, around a hundred yards away.
The concrete runway was completely deserted now. Probably no one
at the airfield even realized Jake was there - he was deep in
the shadow of the hangar, behind a pillar. Greg and Felicia had
drifted off, in the direction of Felicia's car.


The loud horn on the machine suddenly sounded. Jake was surprised;
he thought everyone had left the helicopter. Greg and Felicia
returned from the parking lot, and started walking toward Jake.
Pop and Bessey came out of the back of the now closed concession
stand, far across the field from Jake, hurrying up to the machine
with Pop's keys. Jake could see the two of them, the key ring
in Pop's hand glimmering in the sunlight.


Pop went up and opened the door; he and Bessey entered the machine.
After a few moments, Bessey came out, carrying a slight young
woman in his arms. She looked unconscious or maybe dead, and had
a nasty looking large blood stain on her head. She was wearing
a flaming red summer dress with a short skirt, that blazed in
the bright sunlight. Pop followed the powerfully built Bessey,
who easily carried the woman, and they hurried into the concession
office.


Greg and Felicia had joined Jake by this time, at the pillar.
Jake asked Greg to call his policeman friend, Lt. Moe Apfelbaum,
giving Greg Moe's number. Felicia followed Greg to the airfield
entrance, where there was a phone.


Jake had been watching the machine's only door all this time.
Some instinct made him hurry over to he machine, whose door Pop
had left unlocked. Jake went into the cabin of the helicopter,
and started looking around. It was apparently deserted. The cabin
was a single large space. Jake wondered if anyone could still
be hiding there. Jake closed the door of the cabin. He noticed
a storage cabinet behind the door. He opened the cabinet's door,
but it was empty, except for a pair of overalls on the rack. There
was enough space inside for a small person to hide, but no one
was there now. Jake also looked underneath the helicopter's seat
cushions. They lifted up, and disclosed boxes in which flight
gear was stowed. No one was in either of the seat areas either.
An overhead rack was empty, too. There was clearly no place else
to hide in the cabin.


Jake also looked for exits. The windows of the cabin did not open
- clearly, it would be dangerous to have them open during flight.
And Jake could not find any panels on the ceiling or floor that
opened. The door looked like the cabin's only means of entrance
or exit.


Jake left the cabin, and found Red in a hangar. A startled Red
swore to him that the woman had not been in the cabin, when he
had locked it up and the crew left after the show. Jake had had
the cabin under observation since the crew left, and the cabin
door had been locked during most of that time. So where did the
woman come from? And how did she get into the cabin?


Jake was sure he had not seen the woman's bright red dress in
the crowd that day - it would be very hard to miss.







Lt. Moe Apfelbaum of the LA Homicide Squad got to the airfield
in record time. The Lieutenant was a wiry looking man in his mid
thirties. He brought the medical examiner with him, along with
a uniformed patrolman. The two men had been talking over a case,
when Greg's call came in, and had hurried to the airfield, sirens
blaring. Greg and Felicia met them at the airfield gate, and guided
them to the building. The five of them went in. Bessey was guarding
the unconscious woman in his office behind the concession stand.
The medical examiner immediately went up to the woman.


"She's still alive," he said encouragingly. "But
she's in bad shape. This woman has been unconscious for days.
She had a bad head injury. We need to get her to a hospital at
once." Moe sent the patrolman out to call an ambulance.


Pop came in. Bessey had sent him out to call a doctor, a few minutes
before.


Bessey started telling Moe all about the case. In addition to
running the concession stand on days when there was a show, Bessey
also contracted out all security services for the airfield, his
main source of income. Bessey worked as the airfield's night watchman,
and the little security company he owned had one employee, who
guarded the airfield's gate during the day. Moe had seen this
guard when he drove in, a tired looking young man in a seedy uniform.
Both Bessey and the guard were sure that they had not seen any
young woman in a bright red dress around the airfield.


Bessey was a tall man, well built, with sandy hair and an open
looking face. Because he had been working the concession stand
that day, Bessey was wearing a suit, not the uniform he wore while
on watchman duty.


Felicia and Greg stood by the unconscious woman. This was Greg's
first close look at the woman. All of a sudden she looked familiar
to him. Greg had a good memory for faces - it was part of his
actor's training to study the human face.


"Lieutenant," Greg said excitedly, "I think this
is Sarah Hartling. The woman who was kidnapped. Her picture is
in all of the papers. And her red dress matches the description
in the paper."


Felicia was not so sure. "They sell this dress by the dozens
at Woolworth's," she pointed out. "Lots of women could
be wearing the same dress."


Moe thought Greg was right. Hartling had been subject of a police
search for days. And here she was now, barely alive, but in safe
hands, at least.


Jake came in, and Moe explained the situation to him. Jake had
worked with Moe on many previous cases as an unofficial assistant
with the Los Angeles police, and Moe was glad to have Jake's help
once again.


Jake got his first good look at the unconscious woman. She had
nondescript brown hair, a round face, and looked like the kind
of person you would never notice in a crowd. This was perhaps
why she wore such a brilliantly colored dress. The light summer
dress was badly wrinkled. It looked as if she had been hauled
around in it, probably by her abductors. Her shoes were missing.


In answers to Jake's questions, the medical examiner told Jake
and Moe that the woman had been out cold for at least twelve hours,
probably much longer. She certainly would be incapable of walking
anywhere, or even crawling or moving in any way, during this period.


"But she must have pushed the horn in the helicopter,"
Jake protested.


"Impossible!" the medical examiner replied. "She
was out like a light. All she can do is lie somewhere unconscious".


"But then who did sound the horn?" Jake wondered. "There
was no one else in the cabin but this woman. It seems impossible.
I had the cabin under observation at all times. For that matter,
how did this woman get into the helicopter at all? Red says she
wasn't there when he left with the crew. She can't move on her
own at all, you say. But she was there when Pop and Bessey went
to the plane. And I watched the cabin door from the whole time
after Red and the crew left, to when Pop and Bessey entered it.
No one went near the helicopter all during that time."


Jake looked thoughtful.


"Can this woman be faking her injuries?" Jake finally
asked the doctor.


The examiner looked horrified. "This woman is barely alive.
Her breathing is faint to nonexistent, her heart is barely pounding,
she's had a head injury. She's very ill."


Jake obtained a promise from the medical examiner that he would
make certain of all these statements, while he was overseeing
the woman's treatment at the hospital.







It was as if some super-scientific agency that could travel through
space and time had brought Sarah Hartling to the airfield. It
had dropped the unconscious Sarah off in the middle of the helicopter,
and sounded the horn to let everyone know she was there. Then
it had vanished back into the fifth dimension, from whence it
had come.


Jake thought of the newsboy's call of "Extra! Extra!".
Sarah indeed was something extra. She had arrived out of nowhere,
brought by an unseen force or agent. She didn't belong in the
helicopter, according to the laws of science. She was an extra,
something that couldn't be there - but was.







Someone must have brought the unconscious woman to the helicopter.
But how? Her red dress would have made her highly conspicuous.
She must have been wrapped in a blanket, or carried in a box or
barrel. The problem was, Jake could not remember anything being
carried to the machine that looked remotely like this. Neither
could Greg or Felicia. Felicia had seen several people in the
crowd wearing back-packs, but it was clear that all of these would
have been too small to contain Sarah, who was a fairly large woman.


Nor could the crew, when interrogated by Moe and Jake.


Moe asked the crew about their departure from the helicopter.
Everyone agreed, the last one out had been Red.


"We told everyone the show was over, and they had to leave,"
Red said. "They were disappointed, especially the kids, but
we were all supposed to be out by noon. And everyone in the crowd
had had a chance for an inside tour of the machine, after all.
After the crowd all left, we turned off the ceiling light, and
made sure the engine switches were all off. I was not looking
around the rest of the helicopter very much. I could see that
no one seemed to be in the cabin. So after the rest of crew left
down the steps, I went out and locked the door. Then we took the
keys over to Pop at the concession stand and gave them to him.
He put the keys in his pocket. We talked with him and Bessey for
a minute, thanking him for his help with the show, then left."


"Did you look inside the seats, or in the cabinet?"
Moe asked.


"No," Red said, "my mind was on the engine. When
I was sure it was off, we just left."


"Did anyone bring any packages or boxes into the plane?"
Moe asked.


Red scratched his bright red hair thoughtfully. He was dressed
in the standard blue coveralls worn by most of the crew members
at the airfield.


Red and the other crew members all discussed this. They were sure
nothing at all had been brought in, either by themselves or the
public. They were sure that they would all have seen a box large
enough to contain Sarah Hartling, too. Furthermore, they were
all sure that Sarah Hartling's body had not been draped over the
seats, where Pops and Bessey had found it when they entered the
plane.


"We would all have noticed it there, when we left,"
Sam continued.


"Could Red have taken Sarah's body out of the cabinet, and
placed it on the seats before he left and locked the door?"
Moe queried.


"Nope!" Sam said. "I was turned and talking to
Red as he locked up. I would have seen Red do something like this.
All he did was check the engine and lock the door. We could both
see there was nothing on the seats." Sam looked indignant.
"You're not saying Red had something to do with this, Lieutenant?
I've worked with Red for years. He's a good guy. People trust
him with all this expensive equipment at the hangar, and there's
never been the slightest problem."


Red calmed Sam down. "The Lieutenant's got to ask everybody
questions, Sam. It's his job. We have an injured woman here. He's
got to try and figure out who kidnapped her." Sam looked
slightly mollified, but he kept glaring at the Lieutenant.


Sam was just a part-time worker at the airfield, helping out mechanic
Red when needed. Sam also drove an ambulance in the city. Felicia
had pointed out to Jake earlier that an ambulance driver could
have transported Sarah Hartling's body all over the city, without
anyone noticing. It would be a perfect cover. Sam was a half a
foot shorter than the giant Red. He had brown hair and vivid lively
features that mirrored his emotions.


Montana Perkins, the pilot, stood there looking down at Sarah.
He was a tall man with bright green eyes, wearing his pilot's
leather jacket, flared khaki trousers, and high boots. All of
a sudden he said, "I know this woman! She worked at the secretarial
pool where I used to get typing done."


Despite grilling from a suspicious Moe, Montana did not have too
much more to add.


"I haven't seen her for over a year," Montana said.
"I just thought of her as Sarah. I never connected her at
all with the Sarah Hartling whose disappearance was in all of
the papers. Poor Sarah. She was a nice girl," he added wistfully.


The ambulance arrived, and hauled Sarah off to the hospital.







"Who was the last member of the public out of the helicopter?"
Jake asked.


"It was a college kid," the pilot, Montana Perkins,
replied. "He was slim, dark haired, had a thin mustache,
wore a red sweater under his suit and tie."


"That sounds like John the writer," Jake said. "He
talked with Greg and me during the show. He was very curious about
everything - he asked me a million questions about the pulp magazines.
It sounds like him to be the last person there."


John was still around, and Moe brought him in for questioning.
John was fascinated by the crime, and wound up asking Moe and
Jake more questions than they managed to ask him. John was a polite,
sincere young man, very articulate, and it was hard for the two
of them to resist his questions. John had some theories.


"What if Sarah Hartling came in disguised as one of the crew?"
he said. "Then she could have hung back, behind the door
of the cabin, when Red locked up. People outside would see crew
members arrive at the plane, then more crew members leave at the
end, but they wouldn't count them or know the same people arrived
and left. They all wear the same blue coveralls. She might have
been there to spy on the machine for a rival manufacturer. She
could have sounded the horn by accident, or as a signal to some
confederate. Maybe she then injured her head on the cockpit, and
passed out on the seats. The medical examiner could be wrong,
you know, about Sarah Hartling being unconscious for hours."
John had a fertile brain.


"John has more imagination than anyone else I've ever met,"
one of his friends said.


Moe summoned Red, Sam and the pilot Montana back. They gradually
poked holes in John's theory.


"All the crew have worked together for months, now,"
Red said. "We would have recognized an outsider dressed as
a crew member coming into the plane. The public wouldn't, but
we would." A phone call to the hospital also confirmed that
Sarah genuinely had been unconscious for hours. She could not
have been moving around inside the cabin.







People at the airfield were beginning to realize what an unusual
case this was. They all now knew that the woman was the famous
and much sought after Sarah Hartling.


"Maybe this will get the airfield owners to hire more security,"
Pop said. "Bessey here has been after them for weeks to get
them to let him hire more guards. He's been telling 'em and telling
'em that something was going to happen at the field here, with
all these expensive experimental planes. Now it's finally happened.
The owners are just cheap," Pop went on. "They didn't
want to pay Bessey any more money." Jake guessed that they
didn't pay Pop very much for his services, either.


Pop and Bessey alibied each other. Pop had been assisting Bessey
with the rush at the concession stand all morning. They hadn't
been out of each other's sights all morning, except for very brief
trips to the wash room in the back of the concession stand. Even
after the crowd thinned out after twelve, Pop and Bessey had been
together right till the moment when the horn had sounded, and
Pop and Bessey had gone out to the machine and found the body.
Neither had noticed anything about the helicopter till the horn
sounded; the door to the cabin wasn't even visible from the concession
stand where they were.


Both agreed that they had entered the cabin nearly together, Pop
going in barely first. Both agreed that Pop would not have had
time for any funny business within the cabin - Bessey had been
right behind him. And both agreed that Sarah Hartling had been
spread out on the seats of the plane, looking completely unconscious.
Bessey had picked her up, and brought her out of the machine,
followed after a minute by Pop. Neither man had seen anyone else
in the cabin. Pop had been so rattled that he he'd forgotten to
lock up the cabin, again. He still had the keys, producing them
from his pocket for the police.


Pop did have a surprise, though.


"The machine was unlocked when I got there," Pop declared.
"I don't care what Red said. He must have forgotten to lock
the machine, when he left after the show."


Bessey backed Pop up. "The door was closed but unlocked when
we got there," Bessey said. "All Pop had to do was turn
the handle and push, and the door opened."


When Red was brought back in for questioning, he insisted that
he had locked the door. In independent questioning, Sam backed
him up. Both were sure Red had locked the door, and turned the
handle just to make sure it was locked.


"Locking plane doors is second nature with us," Sam
said, "We do it every day."


Later, Moe and Jake went out and experimented with the machine.
The lock was a strong one, built into the cabin door handle. Anyone
could unlock the door from the inside of the cabin, and without
opening the door. All one would have to do is turn a knob on the
inside of the door, and the bolt that the lock fastened would
be open.


"The same person who sounded the horn inside the cabin could
have unlocked the door," Jake said. "But who is that
person? And more importantly, how did they get out of the cabin?
I was watching the cabin's only door the whole time after the
crew left, till the body was discovered and I went into the plane.
And there certainly wasn't anyone in the cabin at that time. Where
could they have gone?"


Moe soon had independent technical experts looking over the helicopter.
They soon backed up what the crew told them, to wit:



	There were no exits to the cabin except the door.

	The only way to sound the horn was from the control panel
on the inside of the machine cabin. No one standing outside of
the cabin could have triggered the horn.

	The lock was a perfectly ordinary lock, undamaged and unmodified.
It could be opened from the outside only with a key; anyone within
the cabin could open the lock by turning the knob on the inside
of the door.





However they looked at it, the crime seemed impossible to Moe
and Jake.


The same super-scientific agency that had brought Sarah Hartling
to the helicopter, had apparently also unlocked the cabin door
- maybe to make it easier for the humans at the airfield to get
at Sarah, perhaps.







The case became a media sensation. Hundreds of newspapermen converged
on the airfield. Sarah Hartling became famous from coast to coast.


Pop was paid a thousand dollars by a newspaper chain for his exclusive
eye-witness account of the discovery of Sarah Hartling, more money
than he had ever seen in his life. Pop planned to save this, and
help make his old age financially secure.


All the Hollywood studios sent in their newsreel cameramen. Mammoth-Art
Studio had an exclusive, showing their star Greg, giving a guided
tour of the airfield in their latest newsreel. In the newsreel,
the studio pointed out that movie star Greg was "a key eye
witness" whose testimony "was invaluable to the police".
The newsreel tour was the brainchild of Harry Callaway, Mammoth-Art's
top publicity photographer. Harry made sure that Greg got glamour
lighting for his appearance before the cameras - not a newsreel
standard. Harry, whose job it was to get maximum publicity for
Mammoth-Art stars like Greg, thought this whole case was a PR
man's dream. Harry had Greg dressed in a pilot's leather flight
suit for the on-screen airfield tour, which included a complete
demonstration of the helicopter, with Greg seated in the cockpit
and operating the controls. The dashing young actor looked completely
convincing piloting the helicopter in the newsreel footage. Greg
had watched the real air crew like a hawk during the earlier demonstrations,
and they gave him extra coaching during the newsreel shooting.
After the filming, the helicopter air crew all wondered where
they could get a pilot's flight suit that looked like Greg's,
which was much more glamorous looking than anything they, or anybody
else, wore in real life. It turned out that the suit had been
specially designed by the studio for Greg, all black leather and
gleaming stainless steel. Harry and Greg had Mammoth-Art Studio's
costume department whip up copies of it for Montana, Red and Sam
as a thank you gesture for their cooperation. They also had copies
made for the trio of the authoritative, razor sharp, navy blue
dress pilot's uniform, complete with high peaked cap, white dress
shirt and tie, that Greg wore in the next week's sequel newsreel.
In this sequel Greg met with the police, the federal investigators,
the helicopter's inventor, and everyone else connected with the
case. Harry and Greg also featured Montana, Red and Sam in the
sequel, calling them "the heroic crew".


Greg always worked hard during these publicity shoots. He knew
the difference they could make to his own career, and to the fortunes
of everybody he worked with at Mammoth-Art. In addition, he loved
the people he met and the experiences he had. Where else could
he learn to pilot a helicopter?


Later, Greg had Sam take him along on his work as an ambulance
driver. Greg was irresistibly curious, and always looking to learn
about professions he could later play on screen.


Jake spent a Saturday working as a member of the crew on the helicopter,
something he thoroughly enjoyed. He learned much about the helicopter
he could use in his writing. But nothing that shed any light on
the Sarah Hartling mystery. Jake had a photo of the crew and himself
sent to Jake's editor at the pulp magazine, Thrilling Air Stories.
Mammoth-Art fitted up a copy of the leather flight suit for Jake,
at Jake's request, so he could blend in with the crew. Jake was
startled and pleased when he saw himself for the first time in
the pilot's suit. Gleaming from head to toe in shiny black leather,
Jake looked like his fictitious hero Buzz Connors, about whom
he had written so much. Jake had never seen himself as a pilot
before.


Security was greatly beefed up at the airfield. The airfield's
owners had Bessey's company hire a squad of guards to protect
the field around the clock. When Moe visited the airfield, he
saw Bessey supervising a whole team of his new employees, in spiffy
new police-style uniforms. Bessey's wife, who also worked at home
as his bookkeeper, looked proud of the new prosperity in the Bessey
family. The publicity also attracted a lot of new business at
the airfield.


Over the next couple of days, the police investigation rolled
onwards. The background of everyone in the case was checked out.


"Red, Sam and Montana have good work records, and no police
records," Moe told Jake. "Pop and Bessey have no police
records either, although Pop was involved in a lot of brawls back
in his pilot days."


"Our three college students are just who they say they are,"
Moe said. "They all come from highly respectable families
in Pennsylvania. That doesn't rule out their involvement in this
crime, but they are sure not professional criminals or bootleggers
masquerading as college kids."


Moe talked to both Greg and Felicia. They gave each other a complete
alibi, having been together the whole morning. Moe said nothing
about this to Jake; he didn't want Jake to know he'd been suspicious
of Jake's friends. Actually, both Felicia and Greg enjoyed their
involvement in the case. Felicia took many notes on all aspects
of police procedure, to use in her future writing. She also talked
Moe into letting her interview Moe's wife Esther, to get a perspective
on what it was like to be a policeman's wife.


The doctors at the hospital confirmed all of medical examiner's
initial statements about Sarah Hartling. "She is just pulling
through from a terrible ordeal. At the time she was discovered
and for several hours before, she was so ill she would be unable
to move. She certainly could not have sounded the horn or unlocked
the door, let alone walked into the cabin. Someone must have placed
her there, on the cabin seats, where Pop discovered her."


Sarah made a full recovery. The story she told when she regained
consciousness was simple, and did little to clear up the mystery.
She had been walking home from the movies, and had passed one
of the many deep ravines that dot the Southern California landscape.
She had heard a cat calling piteously from somewhere deep in the
ravine, apparently trapped. Sarah loved cats, and dogs too. Although
it was pitch black out, Sarah started making her way down the
ravine towards the cat. Suddenly she tripped on a root, and started
hurling headlong down the ravine. She must have been knocked unconscious.
That was all she remembered till she woke up in the hospital.
The ravine was a lonely place, and Sarah could easily have laid
there for days, while all of Los Angeles was searching for her.


Greg came to visit Sarah in the hospital. She was thrilled to
meet the movie star she had just seen on the screen.


Moe's men explored the ravine, and found Sarah Hartling's red
shoes half way down, adding confirmation to the truth of her story.
They even found and rescued the trapped cat, who had been stuck
under a branch near the bottom of the ravine all this time, and
who seemed none the worse for the ordeal. The fact that the spring
nights had been warm probably helped both Sarah and the cat to
survive in the deserted ravine. Newsreel photos of Sarah Hartling
holding the rescued cat while sitting up in her hospital bed became
the public's first glimpse of her in the movies.


Sarah's priest came to talk to Moe. "I've known Sarah Hartling
for five years now, ever since she came to Los Angeles from Ohio.
She's just what she seems like, a nice respectable woman who works
as a typist. I don't believe she could ever be involved in anything
crooked." Moe came to the conclusion that Sarah was telling
the truth.


So apparently Sarah was not abducted. Her doctors said that her
injuries were consistent with a fall down a ravine. Sarah's doctors
also said that, mercifully, Sarah was unharmed except for the
serious blow to her head, and some other bruises. Whoever had
deposited her in the helicopter, had not molested her. Apparently,
whoever - or whatever - had placed her in the helicopter had not
harmed her further.


The motives for the helicopter incident were completely baffling.
Moe and Jake talked them over, and could not see what the whole
thing accomplished. Why not just dump poor Sarah in a ditch someplace?
Or call the police anonymously, and tell them that Sarah was in
the ravine? Why was she moved to the helicopter? Or if the criminals
had thought Sarah had seen something she shouldn't, why hadn't
they just killed her? This would have been much safer for any
gang that had held Sarah prisoner. But somehow, Sarah had escaped
with her life. Not only did the crime seem impossible, it also
seemed senseless.







Jake did what he always did when he needed to think. He went over
and sat down in the shade of a tree on the Studio lot. Its label
said it was a Xylopia humblotiana from Madagascar, the
gift of Lola Hansen, a former actress at the Studio. It had big
red bean-like pods hanging all over it, filled with black seeds,
each seed with a little mauve aril like a cap. Four or five pods
would be joined at their base, like the fingers of a hand. Across
the way was a related tree, a Xylopia buxifolia, with pinkish-red
pods and bright yellow seeds, also from Madagascar. Jake had always
wanted to visit Madagascar, a large, Texas-size island off the
East coast of Africa, with many unique animals and plants. Jake
thought both trees were astonishingly beautiful. He began looking
at all the seeds... Gradually he forgot everything, and began
thinking about the case. Suddenly he saw how the crime was done.
With this, he could logically deduce who had committed the crime.


Jake went to see Moe.


Moe staged a raid the next day at the airfield.







Jake was explaining to Felicia and Greg how the crime was done.
They were all together at the studio, with the crew from the airfield.
Jake noticed that Montana, Red and Sam were wearing their sharp
new pilot's navy blue dress uniforms, for this, their first trip
to a Hollywood studio. Jake had also invited John and his two
college friends to the lunch, at the Mammoth-Art Studio commissary.
The college kids were all eyes, soaking up every detail of the
movie studio.


"We all thought Sarah Hartling was in the helicopter,"
Jake began. "But she wasn't. She was never there."


"But that's impossible," Red said. "You yourself
saw Pop and Bessey bring her out of the machine."


All of a sudden John got excited. He clearly understood now how
the crime was done. Everyone else still looked completely baffled.


"Actually," Jake continued, "All I saw was Bessey
bring a woman in a red dress out of the plane. I was a hundred
yards away. That woman wasn't Sarah. She was an impostor. I was
too far away to tell the difference. So were Greg and Felicia.
Pop was much closer, but he's so far sighted that all he could
see was that Bessey was carrying some woman in a red dress. Everything
up close is something of a blur to Pop. And none of us had ever
seen Sarah before, either. Bessey could see the woman clearly,
however. He was also alone with the woman after he went back to
the office. He'd sent Pop out to call a doctor. At that time,
Bessey switched women. He brought the unconscious Sarah Hartling
out of the locked cabinet where he kept her, and his confederate,
the woman he'd brought out of the plane, simply got up and walked
away. By the time Felicia, Greg and I arrived at the concession
office, and got our first good close-up looks, we were seeing
the real Sarah."


"Everything else in the case was just like John's theory,"
Jake said, nodding at John, who was beaming back excitedly.


"Bessey's confederate was probably his wife," Jake continued.
"The woman disguised herself in a pair of long overalls earlier
that morning, and mingled in the crowd around 11:30. She eventually
went into the machine, fairly near closing time at noon. She hid
herself in the storage cabinet behind the door. Everyone else
in the cabin was looking at Montana's demo, while he was seated
at the control panel."


"I bet you can tell what she did," Jake said, handing
the floor to John.


"After Red left and locked the cabin," John said thoughtfully,
"she took off the overalls, leaving them hanging in the cabinet
where you saw them later. She was wearing the red dress underneath.
It was a copy of Sarah Hartling's dress, purchased at the five
and ten. She took off and buried the men's work shoes she was
wearing deep in the supplies inside one of the chairs, maybe.
She unlocked the door, smeared her forehead with bright red paint
that matched the bloodstains on the real Sarah Hartling, and sounded
the horn. Then she spread out on the seat, and waited for Pop
and Red to discover her," John concluded triumphantly.


"I don't think Bessey was trying to create a miracle crime,"
Jake added. "All he was trying to do was give himself an
alibi. He would be with Pop all morning, and nowhere near the
body until it was discovered. That was why the woman confederate
unlocked the door. They wanted it to look as if someone had deposited
the body in the unlocked machine after the show, then took off
to parts unknown. That's how the crime normally would have looked.
It was bad luck that I was standing right there, watching the
door of the helicopter the whole time. That unexpected turn of
events was what turned this into an apparently impossible crime.
If I hadn't been there, the crime simply would have looked as
if a gang of crooks had deposited Sarah in the helicopter, and
walked away, leaving the body to be discovered by Pop and Bessey.
The mystery would not have looked impossible."


"And they sounded the horn so that the body would be discovered
right away," John added. "If they waited, and the body
had not been found till that night, Bessey would not have had
an alibi. The body had to be found while he was still with Pop."


"Why did Bessey do all these things?" Montana wondered.
"He was no saint, but I never got the impression that Bessey
was some sort of crook. Was he smuggling drugs or munitions through
the airport at night, or doing something else illegal that Sarah
Hartling stumbled on?"


"That's the weirdest part," Jake said. "I don't
think Bessey is a crook, in the usual sense of the word, or involved
in any sort of professional criminal activity like smuggling.
Here's a guess about what happened. Bessey found Sarah Hartling
in the ravine by chance, and hauled her up to his car, early Saturday
morning before the air show. At first he was going to take her
to the police. Then he realized that he could milk the discovery
for publicity. He'd been trying to sell the airfield's owners
on his hiring a bunch of new guards. He suddenly realized, the
sensation that would happen if Sarah Hartling were found mysteriously
at the airfield. That would panic the owners into beefing up security,
if anything would. Bessey could realize his dreams of becoming
a successful businessman. Bessey dreamed up the most sensational
scenario for Sarah's discovery, one that would create a frenzy
in the press - being found in the new helicopter at the field.
And he also came up with a scheme to give himself an alibi during
the discovery.


"It's not even clear that Bessey broke any laws. He didn't
harm Sarah in any way. But he should have brought her to a hospital
right away, instead of what he did. That delay could have cost
Sarah her life.


"Moe and I racked our brains throughout this case. Why was
Sarah brought to the helicopter? Why did whoever was holding Sarah
leave her unharmed? None of it made any sense, till we began to
suspect that Bessey was doing all these things."







Pop, who had been delayed, joined them at the studio. Public relations
man Harry Callaway had arranged to take group photos of everybody
for publicity purposes. The photo shoot was on the set of Greg's
latest movie, and he wore the white tie and tails he had sported
for that film. The beautiful pictures soon appeared in newspapers
and fan magazines. Their caption began, "Gregor von Hoffmansthal
welcomes distinguished visitors to the set of his latest film,
The Millionaire She Married." Harry really knew his
business.







With the truth about her captivity revealed, Sarah's reputation
was cleared. The newsreels recorded her departure from the hospital,
supported by her sister from Ohio and her priest. The next fall,
she married one of the young reporters who had covered her case.
The two of them traveled around North America, writing copy on
breaking news stories, and eventually raising a family of three
children.


Later, after the three college men went back East, Jake received
a letter from John.


"Dear Jake," it began, and continued telling about John's
new mystery stories and historical adventure tales he had published
in his college magazine.


The letter ended,


"If you ever come to Pennsylvania, be sure to look up


Your Friend,


John Dickson Carr." 






Copyright 2006 by Michael E. Grost

The One Dollar Mail Robbery of Buzzard's Corners



A Jacob Black "Impossible Crime" Mystery


By Michael E. Grost


"Jake! I have another mystery for you to solve," Greg said.


"What?" his friend Jake asked. "Here in Buzzard's
Corners? This whole town is so small, it has just three buildings."
Jake pointed them out. "This tiny western town has a general
store, a horse barn next door, and a shack across the road for
Pappy, who seems to be the town's proprietor and sole resident."


Greg winked. "Big mail robbery," he said with a smile.
"Seems downright impossible, too." Greg and Jake had
just driven up to Buzzard's Corners fifteen minutes ago, in their
horse-drawn cart. Greg was a giant young man in his early twenties,
dressed in all-white cowboy clothes, like the hero of a western
movie. His curly black hair fell in ringlets under his ten-gallon
white hat. Jake was around thirty, slim, brown-haired, and in
light gray cowboy Good Guy gear: a gray suede shirt that laced
up across his broad chest, snug gray suede jeans, a gray cowboy
hat.


It was warm in the California desert, even in January, 1925.


Greg brought Jake over to the town's biggest building, a general
store called Pappy's Emporium.


"Pleased to see you gents," Pappy told them. Pappy was
a wizened old man in dusty western clothes, his face dominated
by a huge white beard. There was only one other customer in the
store, a sixty-ish lady in a calico dress. Both Greg and Jake
immediately took off their cowboy hats in the presence of the
lady.


"Pappy," the lady intoned, "someone has been stealing
my letters!"


"Now, Lulu Mae," Pappy protested mildly, "why would
anyone want to do that?"


"I put a dollar for my daughter's birthday in my last letter
to her," Lulu Mae replied, "and the letter never reached
her. Someone stole it for the money!"


"Lulu Mae," Pappy stated, "my store has served
as a US Post Office for twenty years. No one has ever succeeded
in stealing anything here." Pappy took them all outside to
the front of the store. "This here is our mailbox. Built
it myself, out of solid oak, back in 1904. No one could tamper
with it."


The heavy wooden box stood in front of the store. It was around
two feet wide, three feet high, and a foot deep from front to
back. It had a slot on top through which the public could drop
mail.


"The only way inside this box is through the hinged lid,"
Pappy explained. "And that's fastened by this here padlock,
and I'm the only one who knows the padlock's combination. Once
a week, every Tuesday morning, I unlock it, and give the mail
to the US Government postman who comes through town on his mail
truck."


"This box does look rock solid," Jake said. "Could
someone be attacking the box through the ground?" Jake asked.
"The box sits right on the dirt. Maybe through the cellar
of the general store."


"Not likely," Pappy spit out. He took them back into
the Emporium, and down the cellar stairs in the back of the store.
The cellar was a huge place, filled with barrels of supplies 
and old junk Pappy had accumulated over the years. "Here's
the front of the cellar," Pappy said, "right below where
the mailbox would be." The old, solid earth walls were covered
with cobwebs.


"This hasn't been touched in years," Jake told Greg.


"It does seem impossible that anyone has stolen any mail
here," Greg said.


The dirt cellar floor took the prints of Greg and Jake's cowboy
boots. Jake could see the JB monogram from the heels of his boots,
imprinted in the floor. JB stood for Jake's full name, Jacob Black.


"I checked it with my daughter," Lulu Mae said tartly.
"Other mail from me was never delivered to her either. Two
of my last five weekly letters have vanished."


Greg gallantly gave a hand to Lulu Mae, helping her up the rickety
cellar stairs.


"Thank you, young man," Lulu Mae told him.


"Jake here is an amateur detective," Greg told her proudly.
"He has helped the police solve several mysteries back in
Los Angeles."


Outside, Greg's shiny white leather vest and chaps glittered in
the bright desert sun. The light gray suede of Jake's shirt and
jeans also caught glints of the sunlight, as did the gray leather
lacings across the chest of his western shirt.


"I wondered if you young men were really cowboys," Lulu
Mae said. "Your clothes are too pretty to work in. Can you
even use those lassos you carry on your belts?"


Greg unleashed his lasso, and started spinning it in huge circles.
Jake made an answering loop of his own lasso. Greg walked through
Jake's giant twirling circle, still spinning his lasso, then backed
out. This was the signal for Jake to walk through Greg's lasso,
still spinning his own. Lulu Mae and Pappy cheered.


"I bet you young men are with the rodeo," Lulu Mae said.


"Almost," Greg replied. "We are movie people. We
are part of the western movie being made at Boulder Camp, around
seven miles west from here down the road."


"Greg is an actor," Jake said, "and I'm a writer,
working as a gag-man on the western comedy being filmed, contributing
jokes and bits of business."


"I never get to the movies much," Pappy said. "You
have to ride twenty miles to Bullhorn, to see the nearest picture
show."


"Where did you learn to use your lassos?" Lulu Mae asked.


"Actually," Jake said sheepishly, "Mammoth-Art
Studio, where we work, has a training class for cowboy performers."


"Do you perform in pictures, too?" Lulu Mae asked Jake.


"No," Jake replied, "I'm just a writer. I took
the cowboy class because it would help with my movie writing."
That was Jake's announced reason at the studio. Actually, Jake
had wanted to be a cowboy ever since he was a kid back in Milwaukee.
Taking the class had taught him all the western lore one needed
to be a cowboy. Or at least play one on camera.


Greg and Jake hitched up their horse cart, and started riding
out of Buzzard's Corners, west towards their movie location at
Boulder Camp.


"This whole town looks familiar," Greg said.


"Have you ever been here before?" Jake asked.


"I do not think so," Greg replied. "But the buildings
and layout seem to be echoing some memory." Greg had a strong
visual memory. As an actor in silent films, his thinking was often
in the form of visual patterns.


"I know where I have seen the town!" Greg said. "Two
years ago, another studio used it for a series of western films,
starring Pecos Jones. It is quite picturesque."


"There is not a tree in sight here, out in the desert,"
Jake said thoughtfully. Jake loved trees. "Just flat, empty
desert, a straight road that seems to go on forever, and Buzzard's
Corners sitting right over the road, in the middle of nowhere."







The only large business near the movie location was an airfield,
around three miles further west. It did not service commercial
planes - it was a test airfield for experimental aircraft. Jake
was visiting it the next day.


"We are located way out in the California desert," Alexander
MacGuffin said to Jake, "where we have lots of room to experiment."
MacGuffin was a bright-eyed Scotsman of around thirty. He was
a gifted engineer who specialized in creating new aircraft.


"I am grateful for the tour you gave me," Jake told
him. "I write air adventure fiction for the pulp magazines,
and value every opportunity to keep up with the latest in air
technology." Jake had started out as a pulp writer, before
getting his movie job, and still kept his hand in with pulp stories, 
writing them on evenings and weekends.


MacGuffin and Jake were having lunch in the airfield's cafeteria.
Jake started telling MacGuffin and his friends about the mail
robbery at Buzzard's Corners.


"That's where we send all our mail, too," one said.
"It's the only mail station around here."


"Have you had any trouble?" Jake asked.


"Never," MacGuffin replied. "And we send a lot
of valuable aircraft designs out each week through there, to our
head office in Los Angeles. Our competitors would pay thousands
to get access to our designs. So would several foreign governments."


"Do you know for sure if your recent mailings have not been
stolen?" Jake asked.


"Absolutely," Jim Wickham replied. Jim was a fresh-faced
young engineer at the field. "We get return receipts from
the head office. They are carefully checked in our accounting
department. As of one week ago, every plan and blueprint that
was sent out was actually received in Los Angeles."


"I personally, drive into Buzzard's Corners every Monday
night with the airfield mail," MacGuffin said. "Jim
here has offered to do it for me, but I always go myself. And
I personally drop the mail into the mailbox in Buzzard's Corners."


"Lulu Mae said the first mail robbery was three weeks ago,"
Jake said. "Did you go to Buzzard's Corners then?"


"Yes," MacGuffin replied. "I drove out on a Monday
night, same as always. A security guard went along, the same as
usual. And Jim here went along to keep me company."


"Did the security guard handle the mail?" Jake asked.


"No," MacGuffin said, "no one ever handles the
mail sack but me. The guard stayed in the car. I got out and talked
briefly with Pappy, after dropping the mail into the box. He was
sitting in front of his shack, as always on Monday nights. Jim
got out, and wandered into Pappy's store for a look."


"Did you see anything odd in Pappy's Emporium?" Jake
asked Jim.


"No," Jim replied, "just a lot of barrels and shelves
full of supplies."


"I have never been in any of the buildings in Buzzard's Corners,
myself," MacGuffin said. "Just dropped mail there."


"What else happened three weeks ago?" Jake went on.


"Nothing," MacGuffin said. "We got back in the
car, and returned to the airfield here. I went right to my bunk,
and went to sleep."


"Well," Jake said, "there certainly is a motive
for crooks to try to steal mail from Pappy's box. But why would
they steal Lulu Mae's one dollar letter, and leave your very valuable
mail alone?"







After lunch, Jake returned to the movie location at Boulder Camp.
Jake soon found himself clambering over rocky ground in his cowboy
boots. During the same class at Mammoth-Art Studio, in which Jake
learned to twirl a lasso, he had also been instructed in the mechanics
of cowboy boots. Jake learned how to stand, walk and run in the
high-heeled boots, all with complete naturalness. It had not been
easy, at first, but the instructor had helped them master the
boots. Now Jake did it automatically, without thinking. He could
even dance in the boots. Jake found he moved completely differently
while wearing western gear. Jake could walk down a series of rickety
porch steps in the boots, all while twirling a lasso, and without
any effort.


"Jake," Greg called out to him, "Come and see our
new animal!"


Jake wondered if Greg were talking about a horse. Jake had learned
how to get on and off a horse without looking like an idiot. But
he had never learned to ride. Jake was a city boy, and not especially
interested in riding horses. Jake liked horses as animals, and
enjoyed bringing them apples and carrots to eat. Jake loved fruit,
and he figured that horses would like apples just as much as he
did.


"It's a buffalo!" Greg told him, waving his hand at
one of the biggest animals Jake had ever seen. "They are
also known as bison. This one will be in the movie."


Jake had never seen a bison before in real life, only in the movies. He was shocked
at how huge it was. It had enormously powerful looking shoulders
and haunches. Jake's initial reaction was sheer fear. He had never
been this close to an animal so large and powerful. Jake said
nothing about this, and tried to look nonchalant, as he moseyed
away from the buffalo. At a proper distance, the bison looked
beautiful. But Jake resolved to show the animal a decent respect
during the shooting of the picture.







It was a dark and moonless night. Clouds covered the sky. Out
in the countryside, there was almost no light.


Jake and Greg had volunteered to take the movie camp's mail to
Buzzard's Corners. It was Monday night, and tomorrow, Tuesday,
the US Mail truck would pick up the week's mail in Buzzard's Corners,
just as it did every Tuesday.


"I admit it," Jake told Greg. "I'm curious about
the mail robbery. Maybe we'll pick up a clue."


Jake and Greg had hitched up the horse-cart. All their light came
from a lantern on its back. There was only one main road which
stretched past the movie location at Boulder Camp - which was
where Greg and Jake were starting their trip. West, the road went
to the airfield, and to Lulu Mae's house. East, the road led to
Buzzard's Corners, which was the direction Jake and Greg took.



 

Greg and Jake studied a map a cowboy at the movie location had
provided.


"I see the map has three small rectangles, representing the
three buildings of Buzzard's Corners," Greg said. "One
for Pappy's shack on the north side of the road, two more for
Pappy's Emporium and the horse barn south of the road."


The road east to Buzzard's Corners was deserted, and their horse
and cart lopped steadily along. Greg and Jake sang cowboy songs
as they rode, with Greg's large tenor voice carrying "The
Streets of Laredo" across the desert night.


The two men immediately passed through a pair of giant boulders
on either side of the desert road.


"Those are the strangest shaped boulders I've ever seen,"
Jake said.


"Guess that is why they call this area where we are making
the movie Boulder Camp," Greg replied.


Soon, Greg and Jake ran into Lulu Mae, who was riding her old
mare.


"Why if it isn't my movie cowboy friends!" Lulu Mae
greeted them. "I'm just returning home from Buzzard's Corners,
dropping off my week's mail."


"We have the film camp's mail here, too," Jake told
her, displaying a small sack.


"I often make this trip on Monday nights," Lulu Mae
added. "It's a lot cooler to ride in the desert after dark."
She giddyapped and rode off.


Shortly before Greg and Jake reached Buzzard's Corners, they were
overtaken by a light blue car, heading east towards Buzzard's
Corners, like Greg and Jake. The driver slowed down, and rolled
down his window. It turned out to be MacGuffin. A uniformed airfield
security guard set next to him in his car.


"Just my regular Monday run, to drop off the mail,"
he said friendlily. He waved good-bye, and speeded forward to
Buzzard's Corners. A few minutes later, the duo met MacGuffin's
car again, this time going west, away from Buzzard's Corners.
Presumably, MacGuffin had mailed his letters, and was turning
around and going back home to the airfield. MacGuffin waved at
Greg and Jake, but did not slow down for a chat this time, but
speeded west. Soon his car lights were lost to sight.


Buzzard's Corners seemed deserted when Jake and Greg got there.
The buildings rose up gloomily in the dim light of their lantern,
the only light anywhere in the dark town. They could see Pappy,
with his white beard, asleep in the rocking chair in front of
his shack. Greg stopped their horse cart.


Jake quietly got down out of the cart, and dropped their letters
in the slot in the mailbox. The box's padlock, firmly fastened,
glittered in the light of their lantern. Jake tested it. The padlock
was tightly locked, and the lid of the mailbox was impossible
to raise or open.


"We had planned to eat in town," Greg said. "But
maybe we should drive on a space, and have supper in the desert."


"It would be mean to wake Pappy up," Jake agreed.


Jake got back in the horse cart. Greg started up the cart, and
kept driving in the same direction, east. Soon, Jake and Greg
left Buzzard's Corners behind, moving out along the road into
the desert.


Greg drove east around three minutes farther, then stopped the
cart, pulling it up by the side of the road. "I do not think
Pappy can hear us from here. You cannot even see Buzzard's Corners."
The town had been swallowed up in the darkness a minute after
they left it.


"We are really in the desert," Jake said. Out somewhere
they could hear a coyote howling.


"We have hard-boiled eggs, peanut butter sandwiches, and
apples for desert," Greg said, unpacking their hamper. "And
a thermos of lemonade." Neither Greg nor Jake ever drank
alcohol.


A large truck rumbled through, moving towards Buzzard's Corners.


"I hope that truck doesn't wake Pappy up," Jake said.


Jake and Greg finished their apples. Greg pitched one apple core
after another into the desert.


"A hungry desert bunny will have apples tonight," he
said with a smile.







Greg reversed the cart, and moved west, back towards Buzzard's
Corners.


But even after five minutes, they did not reach the town.


"We should have been in town by now," Greg said worriedly.
"We were only a few minutes outside it."


"Maybe we missed a turn-off road," Jake said doubtfully.
"But I don't remember any branching roads from our earlier
visit to Buzzard's Corners."


Greg reversed the cart again, and slowly moved east. Jake got
out a flashlight from the cart, and kept shining its beam on both
sides of the road. But as hard as both men looked, neither could
see any sign of a turn-off or fork in the road. The desert road
just kept going straight onward.


Nor did they see any sign of Buzzard's Corners. The town had completely
vanished!


Finally, Greg said "Look! There are the apples we threw out
after our picnic. They are sitting in the desert, just where I
threw them after supper. We are now back to where we picnicked."


Greg stopped the cart, leapt out, and went and picked up the apple
cores.


"These sure look like our apples," Jake agreed, peering
closely at them. "So we are on the right road. We did not
make a wrong turn-off. But where is Buzzard's Corners?"


"It is as if the whole town has been kidnapped by Martians,"
Greg replied. "Jake, the cook at the movie camp saw strange
lights moving in the sky, two nights ago, several miles west of
the camp. The crew was kidding him that they were Martian spaceships."


"That is where the airfield is," Jake said, after a
pause. "The lights were probably from one of the experimental
aircraft there."


Jake unsnapped one of the patch pockets on his cowboy shirt. He
drew out the little notebook he always carried with him, and hastily
made a sketch.



 

"Here is where I think we've driven," Jake said. "We
started out tonight, driving through the boulders, near our movie
camp. Then we kept on the road east to Buzzard's Corners, and
drove through the town, after mailing our letters there. We went
a little further east, and stopped and picnicked, at the point
marked P on the road. After eating, we drove west, back towards
where we thought Buzzard's Corners was. But Buzzard's Corners
had disappeared. Pretty soon, we stopped again, and turned the
horse cart around again. That's the point marked T on the road
- where we turned around. We went straight east again, and wound
up right back here at point P, where we picnicked earlier. We
should have passed Buzzard's Corners again, going from T back
here to P. But we didn't."


Greg studied the map carefully. "That is exactly my understanding
of where we drove tonight, too," Greg said. "The map
looks correct. Except that it is a bit out of scale - it is much
further to the boulders than the map suggests."


The two men paused in thought.


"Maybe," Jake said slowly, "for some strange reason
the buildings in Buzzard's Corners have been covered with giant
pieces of black cloth. That would make them invisible in the dark
night."


"I think we would have seen such buildings with the flashlight,"
Greg said.


"I do too," Jake replied, "but this time, let's
really make sure."


Greg reversed the cart once again. The duo headed west. They saw
no sign of Buzzard's Corners, even though they moved slowly, and
Jake waved the flashlight's beam over both sides of the road.
There were no turn-offs, and no town. There was only desert, on
both sides of the road.


After a while, Jake said, "We've studied every foot of ground
on both sides of the road. There are no buildings, whether covered
in black cloth or not. There is just desert... We would have seen,
too, if anyone had put up giant black walls or screens, to hide
the buildings."


"And we have been over this stretch of road three times now,"
Greg said. "It should have contained Buzzard's Corners. But
it has nothing but desert."


This time the pair kept going, long over the straight desert road,
west towards home. Jake kept shining the flashlight on both sides
of the road. There was nothing but desert. And no turn-offs or
forks in the road. After a slow half hour they passed through
the giant boulders, with their unmistakable strange shapes. Soon
they reached the movie location at Boulder Camp.


"We never left the road," Jake said. "But Buzzard's
Corners has vanished."


"That is impossible," Greg declared


"How could a whole town disappear?" Jake asked.


The pair decided to renew their search again, the next morning.


"Maybe we'll see something in the daytime we could not see
in the dark," Jake suggested.







The next morning, Jake and Greg set out again. It was much easier
to see in broad daylight. They passed the boulders. The desert
road stretched out before them.


"So far," Jake said, "I don't see any clue to the
Mystery of the Disappearing Town."


"I do not see anything that looks like a fork or side road,"
Greg agreed. "This case started out as a dollar mail robbery.
It has certainly gotten out of hand!"


The road stretched on.


"Greg, look!" Jake said.


"It looks like Buzzard's Corners ahead, the same as always,"
Greg replied.


"This is impossible," Jake said, as their cart pulled
closer. Soon the town surrounded them, its three familiar buildings
the same as before.


Jake and Greg found Pappy in his Emporium.


"Howdy boys!" Pappy greeted them.


"We are so happy to see you alive!" Jake said.


"Of course I'm alive," Pappy said cackling. "Never
been anything else but!"


"We rode out here last night," Jake said, "but
you were asleep, Pappy."


"To tell the truth," Pappy admitted, "There's not much to do 
around here after sunset. Last thing I remember, is falling
asleep after supper."


Jake moved over to the cellar, shining his flashlight down the
cellar stairs. "There are my footprints in the cellar floor,"
Jake told Greg, "from two days ago. You can see the JB design."
Jake went down the cellar stairs, and took a photo of the prints,
with the camera he wore around his neck.


"So when this town disappeared and returned," Greg said,
"your footprints went along with it."


Jake looked out one of the wooden framed windows. He felt the
walls. They were of solid, weather-beaten wood.


"This place is as solid and heavy as the Rock of Gibraltar,"
Jake said. "How could it disappear?"







Jake and Greg went inside the livery stable, or horse barn, next
door to Pappy's Emporium. It was a large dirty barn, with a bunch
of empty stalls on one side for horses. There were no horses or
animals there now. There were cobwebs all over pillars and posts.
Jake tried to shake the wooden posts, but they would not budge.


"These cobwebs must have been here for months," Jake
pointed out. "How could they have survived, if the town had
disappeared somewhere?"


Jake and Greg hitched up the horse cart, and drove a ways on the
other side of town, due east.


"This is presumably where we picnicked last night,"
Jake said.


"All I can see out here is desert," Greg replied.


"There are certainly no turn-offs on the desert road,"
Jake said, "on this side of town either."







The lab at the movie camp developed Jake's snapshots of the town.


Jake went to the airfield, to talk to Alexander MacGuffin. Jake
found MacGuffin and Jim Wickham in the lunchroom, together with
a stranger to Jake. The man was a thirty-ish guy with close-cropped
black hair.


"Jake, this is Pete Anderson, an engineer with the company,"
MacGuffin told him.


"When did you visit Buzzard's Corners?" Jake asked MacGuffin.


"Only on Monday nights," MacGuffin replied. "Sometimes
I put my mail in the box, sometimes I handed it to that old prospector
who runs the town."


Jake passed MacGuffin some photos he took of Buzzard's Corners.


"Does anything in these prints bring back memories?"
Jake asked. "Of any strange incidents, or anything peculiar?"


Jake had not mentioned the town's disappearance.


"I don't think so," MacGuffin replied, after looking
at the snapshots.


Pete Anderson took the photos.


"I drove through this town," Anderson said. "It's
on the road between Otswego and Merrimac."


"Actually," MacGuffin said, "it's between Boulder
Camp and Bullhorn. That's ten miles away, in a different direction."


"No," Anderson insisted, "I drove through it one
night going from Otswego to Merrimac, a couple of months ago.
I remember the sign, 'Pappy's Emporium'. A town with three buildings,
right?"


Jake, MacGuffin and Jim Wickham just looked at Anderson.


"I'm not used to making mistakes with facts," Anderson
said. "I'm an engineer. It's my job to have facts straight."


Jake talked Anderson into driving him along the route he took
before from Otswego. It was sunny and bright on the road.


"It's a straight desert road," Anderson said. "No
turns, or even complex curves. If we stay on it, we'll come to
Buzzard's Corners, around five miles before Merrimac."


But they did not. There were no towns anywhere till they reached
Merrimac.


"I'll be a hog-tied buffalo!" Anderson said. "Where
did that town go?"


"It vanishes a lot," Jake said.







Jake was talking to a veteran cowboy stuntman, on the movie Greg
and Jake were making.


"Did you ever work on Pecos Jones' old movies?" Jake
asked.


"Nope!" the stuntman said, "But I knew guys who
did. They were all shot out Santa Barbara way."


"The town scenes were filmed right here," Jake said,
handing the stuntman the photos of Buzzard's Corners.


"I remember this town in Pecos' movies," the stuntman
said, studying the pictures, "but they were all made near
Santa Barbara."


"But that's over a hundred miles from here!" Jake said.


"Well," the stuntman drawled, "that's where the
town must be. Those Pecos films were all made for peanuts. They
were all shot quick and cheap in one area."


"Is there someone at Pecos' studio I could ask?" Jake
said.


"Don't rightly know," the stuntman replied. "Pecos'
company went out of business last summer."







Jake and Greg asked Pappy if anything strange had happened recently
in Buzzard's Corners.


"For example," Jake asked cautiously, "did the
town ever disappear?"


"Heck no," Pappy told them. "Have you guys been
drinking?"


"We never use alcohol or tobacco," Greg said. "I
am in training for my movie work, like professional athletes."


A glance at Greg's bulging muscles seemed to indicate the truth
of his statements.


"We had a drunk come through Buzzard's Corners last month
with a weird story, just like you guys' question," Pappy
said. "He was drunk as a skunk, and kept saying Buzzard's
Corners had moved. He was all upset by it, and on a liquored-up
crying jag."


"What did he say?" Jake asked. "Can you remember
any details?"


"He rode into town from the west, on an old nag of a horse.
He said he'd just ridden through Buzzard's Corners ten minutes
before, and now he was back in the city again. 'It was behind
me, and now I'm right back in it!' he said, in a loud drunken
voice. He got belligerent, so I took him to the horse barn, and
let him sleep it off. He rode off the next morning on his horse
before I got up, and I never saw him again."







"Buzzard's Corners is all over," Jake said to Greg.
"It's here, and on the road to Merrimac, and a hundred miles
away in Santa Barbara. It can move all over, then disappear."


"It is like the enchantress' hut on chicken legs, in the
Russian fairy tale," Greg said. "Whenever she wanted
her home to move, the hut would just walk on its giant chicken
legs somewhere else."


Jake had a nightmarish vision. In his mind's eye, he saw the buildings
of Buzzard's Corners suddenly rise up on ten-foot high chicken
legs, which had previously been concealed in the ground. Then
the buildings on their yellow legs walked away into the desert.


"Maybe it would help," Jake said, "if we made a
tabulation of all the impossible things we are trying to explain.


1 Lulu Mae's letters were stolen, out of a locked mailbox, to
which only the honest Pappy has the lock's combination.


2 The town of Buzzard's Corners disappeared before our eyes last
Monday night.


3 Buzzard's Corners reappeared, complete with my footprints in
the cellar, Tuesday morning.


4 Buzzard's Corners showed up on the road to Merrimac, according
to Pete Anderson, but later vanished.


5 Buzzard's Corners used to be in Santa Barbara, back when Pecos
Jones made his movies, but Pappy and Lulu Mae both say it has
been right here on the road to Boulder Camp, for decades. So does
the US Post Office - I checked.


6 A drunk saw Buzzard's Corners behind him, then rode into the
town again ten minutes later, one Monday night."


"There is one more strange thing to explain," Greg said.
"What are those lights the cook saw in the sky?"


"I really think those were just experimental aircraft at
the field," Jake replied slowly. "But you're right.
There is another impossibility. The only possible motive in this
case is:


7 Crooks are stealing designs from the airfield. But this seems
to be impossible, because the airfield is tracking each mailing
of a design, and a receipt shows that each design is arriving
in Los Angeles unstolen."


"Seven impossibilities are a lot to explain," Greg said.
"This is like the Red Queen in Through the Looking Glass,
who believed in six impossible things before breakfast!"







Jake did what he always did, when he needed to think out a problem.
He sat down under a tree. Here, the only tree at the movie camp
was a huge Joshua tree, with fierce green needles, and panicles
of white flowers sticking out on top.


"This tree is supposed to be two thousand years old,"
one of the cowboys told him.


Jake began to think about the case...







Jake called in Federal agents, attached to the US Postal Service,
and explained his ideas to them. The agents decided to stage a
raid on Buzzard's Corners next Monday night. When Harry Callaway,
Mammoth-Art Studio's publicity photographer got wind of this,
he insisted that Greg and Jake be allowed to take part in the
raid.


"It will be great publicity!" Harry told the Federal
men. Harry eventually wore down the agents, who agreed.


"Keep in the background, where it is safe," the agents
told Harry, Greg and Jake, "and wear all-black clothes, so
you will be invisible in the dark. And no pictures, Callaway,
till the arrests are made."


When the movie people joined the dozen agents at the movie camp
at sunset next Monday, just before the raid, the soberly garbed
Federal men just stared at Greg and Jake. The two were in the
all-black costumes of western movie desperadoes: black shirt and
jeans, fancy black leather vests and chaps, black Stetsons. Harry
was busy taking publicity pictures of Greg and Jake. The bright
setting sun gleamed off their chaps and shiny black cowboy boots.
Just fastening all the leather laces and buckling all the buckles
of their shirts, vests and chaps must have taken each man at least
ten minutes. The two men looked tough, aggressive and glamorous.


"Mammoth-Art performers are always dressed their best, for
all public appearances," Harry quietly told one of the Federal
men. "These photos will appear in the newspapers and fan
magazines. Mammoth-Art's costume department made these outfits
for our two cowboy heroes."


Greg and Jake did look impressively slim hipped and broad shouldered
in their shiny black leather cowboy jeans and western shirts.


Harry, like the Federal men, wore a simple black shirt and black
trousers.


The agents and the movie folks piled into a small truck. They
set off down the darkening road towards Buzzard's Corners.


"It sure gets dark here in a hurry in the desert," Harry
told Jake. Night fell shortly after they passed the strange, giant
boulders.


"Buzzard's Corners ahead," a Federal man eventually
said. The dim outline of the town rose up in the distance.


"We'll stop here," the head agent told everybody, "pull
this truck off the road." The truck drove out far into the
desert, off the road, and cut its engine.


"I can hardly see anybody," Harry said. "It's darker
than the inside of a coffin."


"No more talking from now on," the lead Fed ordered.
"Out of the truck." He motioned everyone to move silently
on foot till they were in close sight of Buzzard's Corners. The
men in their black clothes were virtually invisible in the black
night.


Pappy was asleep in the rocking chair in front of his shack.


The men assumed stakeout positions around the outside of town.
And waited.


Lulu Mae rode up on her horse. She got down, and put a letter
in the mailbox. Then she rode back towards her home.


Nothing happened for a half hour. Then the light blue car of MacGuffin
drove up. MacGuffin got out, and deposited a thick, large envelope
in the mailbox - his weekly mailing of designs. MacGuffin looked
around, saw nothing in the pitch-black desert night, and got back
in his car and drove off.


Ten minutes later, a truck pulled into town. Jake recognized it
as the same truck he and Greg had seen during their picnic, the
night Buzzard's Corners disappeared. A crew of five men poured
out of the truck. They opened the back of the truck, which looked
empty.


As the Feds watched the truck crew silently from the shadows,
the truckers went over to the horse barn. They did something to
the corners of the building. It suddenly collapsed, into huge
stiff sheets around ten feet wide. The truck crew folded these
flat, and stuffed the stiff sheets into the back of the truck.
The truck crew did the same thing to the Emporium. Soon they had
it too folded into big, flat sheets, and placed in the truck.
Pappy's shack followed next, with Pappy working with the truckers
to help fold up the building. Buzzard's Corners had now disappeared.


Finally, the truckers picked up the mailbox, and put in into the
truck.


The lead Fed signaled his men. They rushed into town, guns drawn,
and had the truckers and Pappy all pinned down before the truckers
knew what had happened.


"You are under arrest for tampering with the US Mail!"
the lead Federal man declared in a ringing voice.


Harry was taking flashlight pictures like mad.


"You're not going to arrest me!" Pappy said. "I
just live here."


Jake walked up to Pappy. "You are not the real Pappy,"
Jake said, yanking off the man's white beard. Jake also stripped
off white eyelashes. A much younger man stood revealed. Harry
captured everything on film.


"The real Pappy is probably asleep now in the real Buzzard's
Corners," Jake said. "I doubt if he knows anything about
all this."


Greg and Jake went over to the truck. They easily lifted some
of the folded sheets in the truck. The sheets were light and made
out of cardboard.


"This is all just like you predicted," the lead Federal
agent said to Jake.


Jake picked up a small envelope he found behind a chest in the
back of the truck. Jake unsnapped one of the chest pockets of
his shiny black leather cowboy shirt, and stuffed the envelope
inside.


A second contingent of Federal men drove up. Jake, Greg and Harry
went with the lead Federal agent, down the road to the east. After
a mile, they came to Buzzard's Corners.


"This is the real Buzzard's Corners," Jake said. "It
has been here for twenty years, and never moved anywhere, or disappeared."


"These buildings are made of real wood, all right,"
the Fed said, knocking on their walls with his fist.


The real Pappy came out of his shack, pulling on his suspenders.
Dawn was coming up in the east.


"Morning, gents," Pappy said, "What can I do for
ye?"


The Fed showed Pappy his badge. Pappy was impressed.


"Nothing ever happens in Buzzard's Corners!" Pappy said.







"MOVIE COWBOY HEROES SMASH GANG RING" newspaper headlines
blared. The articles were accompanied by Harry's photos.


One week later, Jake and Greg were talking to MacGuffin, Jim Wickham,
Pete Anderson, Pappy and Lulu Mae, in the lobby of the main building
at the airfield. One of the Federal men was also present. Jake
was wearing a western suit: a black coat, gray striped trousers,
a red and black brocaded vest, a white western dress shirt, and
black string tie. He looked like the town Sheriff in the fancy
suit. Jake wore a pair of black cowboy boots with the suit. He
also wore an old fashioned pocket watch, with a long gold chain
looped over his vest. Greg was in a Nineteenth Century western
version of white tie and tails, something he might have worn to
a fancy dance hall in Old San Francisco.


"Buzzard's Corners was used for several Pecos Jones westerns,"
Jake began. "It's a picturesque place, and very much a real,
old western town. But it is awfully remote and inaccessible for
easy shooting. What if Pecos' studio had made a set that duplicated
the old town? They could set up the fake town right on their studio
backlot in Santa Barbara, or on a country road nearby, and do
all their shooting. Some inquiries revealed that that had indeed
happened. The cardboard set looked terrific, very believable and
realistic - it was the work of top Hollywood crafts people. The
sets were just empty shells - there was nothing inside them, not
even a floor. They were just big boxes of cardboard, designed
to be photographed from the outside. And when Pecos' studio went
out of business last summer, they sold off their old sets cheap,
mainly to other movie companies. But the Buzzard's Corners sets
were sold to a criminal gang. Probably the studio folks had no
idea they were selling the cardboard sets to crooks.


"The gang of crooks wanted to intercept MacGuffin's designs.
So, every Monday evening a truck brought the collapsed cardboard
Buzzard's Corners sets to a location a mile west of the real Buzzard's
Corners, on the same road. The gang would hurriedly put up the
fake town."



 

"The gang also had a real wooden mailbox, which was a duplicate
of the mailbox in Buzzard's Corners," Jake went on. "They
would put this duplicate mailbox right in front of the fake Pappy's
Emporium, in the fake town. In the darkness of a desert night,
the movie set would look just like the real Buzzard's Corners,
a mile away. Anyone trying to drive into Buzzard's Corners from
the west, like Lulu Mae or MacGuffin or people from the movie
camp, would encounter the fake Buzzard's Corners first. And drop
their mail off in the mailbox in the fake town, then turn around
and go home. They would never realize that they had not been to
the real Buzzard's Corners. Or they might give their mail to the
man in the fake town who was impersonating Pappy."


"Imagine," Pappy cackled, "anyone wanting to look
like me!"


"After MacGuffin had gone," Jake said, "the truck
would pull up, and its crew would tear down the fake town, just
like we saw. It was easy to disassemble and fold up the light
cardboard sheets. The crooks would also take the duplicate mailbox,
open up the lock, and take out MacGuffin's envelope. They would
steam the envelope open in the back of the truck, make photos
of the designs and blueprints inside, and seal up the envelope
again. Then they would drive into the real Buzzard's Corners,
and deposit all the mail from their duplicate, imitation mailbox
in the real mailbox there. The mail was then safely in the hands
of the US Postal System. It would then be delivered, right on
schedule, to the airfield's home office in Los Angeles. None of
the mail would be missing, and the home office would send out
receipts for all the designs sent by mail. No one at the airfield
or home office suspected that anything was wrong."


"When this case started," Jake said, "we thought
the crooks were stealing mail out of Pappy's mailbox in Buzzard's
Corners, which seemed impossible. But actually, they weren't.
Pappy was right. Pappy was the only one with the combination to
the mailbox lock, and the mailbox was just what it seemed - a
solid box of oak that could not be tampered with. In reality,
the crooks had their own imitation mailbox, in the fake Buzzard's
Corners. The crooks had the combination to that mailbox's lock."


"The gang has probably been reading photocopies of all our
designs for two months," MacGuffin said. "It's terrible."


"Except," Jake added, "a couple of times they lost
Lulu Mae's letters, rather than re-mailing them in Pappy's box,
as they had intended. I found one of Lulu Mae's letters in the
truck," Jake said, holding up an envelope, "after the
arrest - the crooks probably lost it there. They paid much less
attention to her or other mail - they mainly were interested in
MacGuffin's designs."


"This is the first letter to my daughter that got lost,"
Lulu Mae said, looking at the envelope Jake gave her. "The
one I mailed three weeks before all this started."


"Usually," Jake went on, "the crooks' scheme worked
just as planned. But there were exceptions. A few weeks ago, a
drunk rode through the fake Buzzard's Corners one night. Then
he kept riding to the east, and soon came to the real Buzzard's
Corners. The drunk thought he was having hallucinations, and Pappy
had to calm him down.



 

"Whenever Greg and I were in Buzzard's Corners during the
day, we were in the real town, and talked to the real Pappy. But
a week ago, Greg and I drove out to Buzzard's Corners on Monday
night. We wound up in the fake Buzzard's Corners, which the crooks
put up every Monday evening just after sunset. And saw the fake
Pappy there, pretending to be asleep in his chair. While we were
picnicking on the outskirts of the phony town, the crooks drove
up in their truck and tore down the fake city. A few minutes later,
when Greg and I went back, the town had disappeared. Greg and
I kept driving back and forth around the spot where the fake Buzzard's
Corners had vanished. But it was gone.


"The real Buzzard's Corners, which we never reached that
night, was unharmed and unchanged, a mile further east. But Greg
and I had no way of knowing that. The next morning, when we drove
out again, we went all the way on the desert road to the real
Buzzard's Corners. I saw the cobwebs in the old barn, and the
prints my boots had made in the cellar two days before, all unchanged."


"What about my seeing Buzzard's Corners somewhere else?"
Pete Anderson asked.


"My guess is that a couple of months ago, when the crooks
were just starting their scheme, they set up the fake Buzzard's
Corners up on the Merrimac road, around ten miles from here. Probably
they were just practicing setting the town up, and picked a remote
location where few people went. Pete Anderson saw the fake town
that night, while he was driving the Merrimac road, and it stuck
in his memory. The crooks probably tore down the fake town again,
later that same night."


"So despite the way all the stories people told you sounded
like lies and tall tales," Greg pointed out to Jake, "everybody
in the case was actually telling you the truth. The truth, at
least, as best they understood it."


"That's right," Jake said. "All except one person.
Paradoxically, he was the only person in the case whose story
seemed obviously true. At least at first. The night that the first
letter of Lulu Mae's was lost, Jim Wickham went into Pappy's Emporium.
MacGuffin told us so. And Wickham said he saw barrels, and shelves
full of supplies inside. That sounded like a harmless, self-evidently
true statement when we first heard it. But we now know the crooks
had set up the fake Buzzard's Corners that night - that's how
they got ahold of Lulu Mae's letter. There would be nothing inside
the fake Emporium - it is just an empty cardboard shell. The shells
don't even have a floor - they were set up right on the desert
sand. Why didn't you say something about the fake building that
night, Wickham?" Jake asked.


Everyone looked at Jim Wickham. From the expression on his face,
everyone could tell he was involved in the robberies.


"The robberies only made sense," Jake went on, "if
there were an inside person at the airfield. No one else would
know about the designs going out. And only an insider would know
about the Monday night schedule MacGuffin used to mail the designs.
MacGuffin told us that Jim Wickham had offered to mail the designs
himself. MacGuffin turned him down."


"Prove it!" Wickham sneered.


"The postal authorities are working on that, right now,"
the Federal agent said. "We have a warrant here to search
your office and quarters at the field."


"This all just a matter of routine business," Wickham
said. "One company trying to compete with another. None of
this should be considered criminal."


"That is not true," Jake said after a pause. "Our
whole democratic society depends on people being able to communicate
freely with each other. We can all mail letters, and send telegrams,
and make phone calls, without anyone being able to interfere,
or reading what we have to say - not criminals, not businesses,
not the government. It is all private, and protected by law. Anything
that violates our privacy is an attack on our democracy itself.
In our democracy, not even the President of the United States
can read our mail, or listen to our phone calls."


Lulu Mae marched up to Jim Wickham, and spoke right into his face.


"You varmints owe me one dollar!" 
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A Mystery Shot in One Long Take



A Jacob Black "Impossible Crime" Mystery


By Michael E. Grost


Warning: The stunts in this tale are performed by professional
motorcycle riders. Do not try them at home!


When the great French film director Louis Feuillade made his 1924
thriller Secret Service about a group of criminals chased
by a heroic American detective, he brought over a series of Americans
to help him make the work authentic. Most of these were from Mammoth-Art
Studio in Hollywood, a film company that had a tangled financial
relationship with Feuillade's own studio in Nice, France. So Hollywood
scriptwriter Jacob "Jake" Black and actor Gregor von
Hoffmansthal found themselves in glamorous Nice, in March 1924.
Feuillade also imported Jake's friend, Los Angeles Homicide detective
Lt. Moe Apfelbaum, to be the film's consultant on matters of American
police procedure. Moe had also managed to bring his wife Esther
and their two kids along on the journey. Everyone expected an
exciting trip. However, nobody expected to be plunged into a mystery.
Jake, who was a gifted amateur sleuth, frequently worked as an
unofficial detective on his friend Moe's police cases back in
Los Angeles. But here, everyone expected a vacation from crime.


Greg, as his friends called Gregor von Hoffmansthal, was a dashing
actor in his early twenties. Greg, who had spent his career playing
European aristocrats in Hollywood films, was now playing an American
hero in a European movie. Greg had brought over a series of American
suits, to wear on camera while in the role of the square jawed
US Secret Service agent on the trail of the film's criminal gang.
It was a complete change of image for him. He had often wanted
to play such a role, and working with a new director in a different
country had given him a chance. The film was being shot on a series
of locations in Nice.


Esther had come along as Moe's translator. Her parents had been
French Jews, who emigrated to the US by way of the Caribbean.
Esther still spoke fluent French, although Moe and Esther typically
spoke English and Yiddish at home: they wanted their kids to grow
up knowing both languages. Greg, who was fluent in many languages,
spoke some French too. The thirty year-old Jake had had some French
in college, but this trip was his first chance to visit a country
where everyone spoke French. He was looking forward to improving
his skills. Already, after just a few days, he was beginning to
understand the people around him fairly well.


Greg's first language was Hungarian, but he also spoke both British
and American English, German, Russian and Italian. Greg's lack
of complete fluency in French was no obstacle to work in silent
films. Many of the big European stars in Hollywood spoke no English
at all, such as glamorous Vilma Banky from Hungary, and leading
man Lars Hansen from Sweden.


The complex interplay of languages in the silent film industry
often resembled the Tower of Babel. But it reflected the deep
underlying idea that silent film was a universal language, one
that spoke to everyone on Earth. People of all languages and nationalities
could work together on silent films, and the result could be shown
throughout the world. Many people of the era thought that silent
film would bring all nations together.







Jake loved the Mediterranean. The rocky, pebble filled beaches
reminded him of the equally rocky beaches of Lake Michigan, back
home in his native Milwaukee, Wisconsin. Many of the beaches were
in front of grand hotels, which were built along the sea front.
The hotels had a rich, baroque architecture, full of ornamentation,
grill work, domes and huge signs with letters in flowing script.
There was a party atmosphere. The guests at the hotels were a
mixture of French and British, with a scattering of Americans,
Italians and other nationalities.


Feuillade loved to film here. He also liked going into the distant
hills in the central part of the city, where the older houses
gave Feuillade the atmosphere he craved for his crime thrillers.
Feuillade had been born in the South of France, in Lunel near
Montpellier, and he still had a strong Southern French accent,
the mridional. A hundred years of uniform schooling in
France since the Revolution had not succeeded in stamping out
the different dialects spoken in the South. Feuillade felt strongly
at home in the sunny Southern city of Nice.


Feuillade was 51. He was the greatest director of crime films
in the world, haunting, bizarre stories of criminal conspiracies
and plots. From the extreme strangeness and sinister events of
his films, Jake and Greg had somehow expected him to be a wild-eyed
bohemian, dressed in a beret and paint spattered artist's clothes.
Instead Feuillade was a genial, highly respectable man, the acme
of bourgeois middle class values. A devoted family man, Feuillade
had been married to his wife Jeanne-Lontine for 28 years.
Feuillade's broad shoulders filled out a rather fancy, well cut
suit. As anyone who had seen his films might suspect, Feuillade
loved opulent clothes - he had first gotten the idea to go into
the movies in 1905 when a writer friend showed him the splendid
new suit he purchased after getting paid for a film script. A
bushy mustache and prominent eyebrows stood out on his round,
gentle, scholarly looking face. Feuillade wore glasses, but with
them his sight was still keen. Feuillade wrote most of his films,
and also wrote much poetry. It was a rare honor for Jake to collaborate
with Feuillade on the script for Secret Service.







Feuillade had set up camp, in a large open area in the countryside
near Nice. An elaborate intrigue would take place on film there,
involving Greg's hero, traveling on a motorcycle. The whole film
crew was present, along with star Greg. Jake, Moe and Esther were
watching the filming, although none had a deep role in guiding
today's shooting, and expected the day to largely be a holiday
in the French countryside. Numerous reporters had also converged
on the site; it was to be a day of major publicity for Secret
Service. After Feuillade, the most important member of the
crew was the cameraman, Maurice Champreux, who was also Feuillade's
son-in-law.


Greg was going to be shot on and near the motorcycle his character
rode. But for a big race scene down a country lane, he would be
replaced by a professional stunt rider. "I can't ride a motorcycle
for any major stunts," Greg told his friends. "The studio
would kill me. It's much too dangerous."


They met Greg's stunt double, Pierre Carrefour. He was a large
Frenchman, around Greg's size. He did not look much like Greg,
standing there in his loud blue checked suit. Pierre had light
brown hair, while Greg's was black. But soon he would put on a
black leather motorcycle greatcoat identical to Greg's; the greatcoats
completely covered the men's suits, and it was impossible to tell
what kind of suit the men were wearing underneath. This was especially
true after the many straps, flaps, belts and buckles that decked
out the greatcoat were fastened. On his head, the stunt rider
wore a leather aeronaut's helmet, and goggles, also identical
to Greg's. When he put the helmet and goggles on, hiding his eyes,
he looked just like Greg. While riding the motorcycle, it would
be hard to tell the two men apart. Both men wore high black boots
with their suits, making it easier to ride the bike. 


Pierre had 
been riding motorcycles for a decade, and was expert on them.
He had once done trick riding for a circus, but he was now getting
better money from the movies. Like many stunt players in French
films, Pierre came from a circus background, and still had many
friends among the animal trainers and aerialists of the big top.







The motorcycle would soon be speeding down the back lane in the
French countryside, racing against time to enable its heroic secret
service agent rider to save the heroine's life. The lane had many
twists and turns. Feuillade and his cameraman would be following
the motorcycle with a camera mounted on a truck. Feuillade liked
to film in "long takes": long, unbroken stretches of
film, where the camera focused steadily on the performers and
the action. So Feuillade would be filming the cyclist in one long,
unbroken shot, as he coursed down several miles of the back lane.
The shot would last nearly four minutes, without any cut or break.
The curving lane, with its twists and turns, the high speed, and
the action on the motorbike would all combine to make an exciting
shot. The twisting motorcycle would hold the eye, something Feuillade
often wanted: a piece of action or movement that would grip the
audience's attention.


The lane was unusual for the high brick walls that flanked it
on both sides. "I choose it for its walls," a haunted
looking Feuillade told Greg and Jake. "It reminds me of the
walled medieval city of Carcassonne, where I spent my teenage
years being educated by monks. Walls always convey a sense of
deep mystery." Jake, who had grown up as a poor, brainy and
much rejected teenager, suddenly felt a pang of sympathy for Feuillade.


The truck with the camera had a large platform in front, big enough
to hold Feuillade, the camera, the camera operator, and a dozen
more men, if need be. A rail around the truck platform prevented
riders from falling off. There was a gap in the rail on the front
of the truck, so as not to obstruct the camera's field of vision.
The cabin of the truck, behind the platform, was high and elevated,
so that the driver could see over the riders' heads and the camera,
while steering the truck.


The day before, there had been a rehearsal with Pierre and the
bike. This was mainly to help Feuillade and the cameraman establish
all of their camera angles during the long take. Feuillade wanted
to make sure that the cyclist was visible in his camera for nearly
the entire take. He and the cameraman would turn the camera gently
on the truck, whenever the road turned. This would ensure it was
pointed at the bike. Feuillade was sure that the forward, propulsive
movement of the camera down the lane would add dynamic energy
to the film.







A young boy, around six years old, had been brought by his parents
to witness today's filming. The tiny tike, named Andr,
had managed to worm his way close to the camera, to get a better
view. The frail looking little boy was wide-eyed, absorbing everything
with great fascination.


Andr's father held him up so that he could look through
the big movie camera. Andr seemed fascinated by the world
revealed through the camera's lens. He was also very interested
in how the camera moved. He looked through the camera lens, and
the camera's operator panned the camera to the left, gradually
revealing a wide, moving panorama of the camp as the camera revolved
on its stand. Andr seemed to understand everything - he
was a precocious little boy. Andr also listened eagerly
to the operator's explanation of how the truck would allow the
camera to track along with the motorcycle. Andr asked
permission to ride on the truck during the shooting, but was politely
but firmly refused - it was considered potentially too dangerous
for a little kid.







A group of reporters would ride the truck platform with Feuillade
and the cameraman, as the shot was made. It would be good publicity
for the film. The reporters were all stylishly dressed as men-about-Paris,
and represented some of the highest circulation dailies and magazines
in the capital.


The film's publicity director, a charming, affable man of around
thirty-five, was chatting with the reporters. It has been Louis
Poussin's idea to have the reporters accompany the truck on which
Feuillade was shooting. Many of the reporters were carrying cameras.
Poussin had a long history promoting vaudeville and circus acts,
as well as movies. Poussin was beautifully dressed as a French
boulevardier. Poussin spoke excellent English, one of the few
people on the movie set to do so. He had worked for a few years
in London, promoting British music hall acts.


The film's producer Maximilian Ponticref was also present on location.
He was a middle-aged man with the serious look of a banker. The
producer was the boss of everyone who worked on the film - that
was the producer's job. Feuillade, Greg, Jake, the cameraman,
all were employees of the studio of which Ponticref was the representative.
Publicity man Poussin and stuntman Pierre were free-lancers, however,
hired for the production. Feuillade, as the director of the film,
was in charge of all artistic and storytelling aspects of its
shooting - how the scenes were staged, how the camera moved, the
performances of the actors. The producer restricted himself to
the financial and managerial aspects of the film company, including
the schedule and the budget. This was the traditional division
of labor between producer and director throughout the world film
industry.


One of the reporters present was Claude Dufay, a name that rang
a bell with Jake. Dufay was around Jake's age, thirty, and had
often covered pioneering air flights in France for the Parisian
press. Jake, who wrote air adventure stories for the pulp magazines
as well as movie scripts, had frequently read Dufay's stories
when they were reprinted in translation in American newspapers.
The two men struck up an instant friendship. Dufay wore a set
of powerful binoculars around his neck. Dufay's father was Haitian,
and his black skin and African facial features reminded Jake of
the many black people he knew back in the United States. But Dufay
seemed more integrated into French society, than most black people
had a chance to be in the racist USA of the 1920's.


Dufay also turned out to be an expert on motorcycles, and covered
most motorcycle news items and races for his paper too. That's
why he was in Nice today.


"Is riding a motorcycle difficult?" Jake wanted to know.


"It's a snap once you get the hang of it," Claude replied.
"I've seen a chimpanzee ride a motorbike in the circus, so
it can't be that hard. The main thing is to keep your balance
at all times, especially going around curves, where you have to
tilt the cycle into the twist of the road. Pierre Carrefour is
really good. I've seen him and his brother in motorcycle races
in Lyons and in Genoa. Riding a bike can be really dangerous,
however. One can understand why the studio would want its star
doubled by a professional stunt rider. I don't understand why
ordinary people want to ride motorbikes on regular roads. It's
too easy for them to lose an arm or a leg."


Shortly before the race down the lane was to be shot, a large
open touring car drove into the camp. The spectacular looking
car was gold colored, and its chauffeur kept honking the car's
horn to announce its presence. The reporters all wondered if some
big film star were visiting the set. The car braked to a halt,
right in the center of the camp. The car's chauffeur was a large
man in a bottle-green uniform with a high peaked uniform cap.
There was a shining red star in the front of the cap, over the
huge curving visor that hid much of his face. He struck a loud
gong in the front seat next to him three times. Everyone in the
camp became silent. The passengers in the car's back seat stood
up. One was a tall, striking looking man of around forty, dressed
like a stage magician. He wore a black tuxedo, a long flowing
red-lined cape fastened by a string around his neck, and a purple
domino mask around his eyes, that hid his features. Next to him
was a beautiful young woman, dressed in the skimpy outfit of a
magician's assistant. Her long legs were enclosed in patterned
black silk stockings. She had the attention of every Frenchman
in the camp. Her features too were hidden by a purple domino mask.
The reporters all had their notebooks out, ready to jot down anything
the magician said.


"We have a message from the Brotherhood of the Red Star,"
the magician said, in French, in a ringing, resonant voice. "People
can disappear into space. They can suddenly dissolve and vanish,
like a candle flame that splutters and then goes out. They will
leave no trace behind. Later, they can reappear elsewhere. You
will all see this happen. A dreaming man can also sent his astral
projection elsewhere. It will look just like him, but it is not
real. The real man will be sleeping far away. Nothing is more
powerful than dreams."


The uniformed chauffeur squared his shoulders, stood at attention,
and smartly saluted the magician. With a series of precise moves,
he handed the magician a large yellow banana. The magician began
to peel it with his white gloved hands. As he inserted the peeled
end of the banana in his mouth, the magician and his assistant
sat down, and the chauffeur drove the car out of the camp with
a roar.


Esther translated everything the magician said to Moe. Moe dryly
told Esther and Jake, "I'm glad the magician wasn't trying
to be conspicuous!" The observant Esther had also noted down
the car's license plate number.


None of the reporters had ever heard of the Brotherhood of the
Red Star, and had no idea what it was.







At the last minute, Jake went over and spoke to Feuillade, who
was standing with the assembled reporters on the truck platform.
Jake asked if he could ride with them, too. Feuillade was clearly
dubious, but the reporters cried out for him to take Jake on.
With a little bow, the director welcomed Jake up to the truck
platform.


With a signal from the whistle Feuillade wore around his neck,
Pierre's motorcycle, closely followed by the camera truck, was
on its way down the lane. High brick walls rose on both sides
of the wide lane. The camera was turning, and the filming of the
shot had begun.


A gap eventually appeared in the wall ahead, to the right. Through
it, Jake could see a little stone roadside shrine. Wayfarers could
pray there, and light candles to the saint whose marble statue
appeared on the shrine. First the motorcycle and its leather-clad
rider passed the shrine, then the truck. The high red brick walls
resumed, on both sides of the road. The motorcycle swept around
a curve under a giant oak tree, and was lost to view. The high
brick wall prevented the camera from picking up the cyclist. Feuillade
kept the camera running anyway. He believed that long, unbroken
shots generated excitement on screen. Soon Feuillade's truck had
swept around the wall, and the motorcycle was once more in view.
The gleaming back of the rider's leather motorcycle greatcoat
shone in the sun. There was another little gap in the wall here,
by the oak; Jake could see green fields full of barley through
the gap.


Soon, the cyclist came to the trickiest part of the drive. He
had to go up a steep, arched country bridge over a small stream.
The picturesque bridge was not covered, and was open in the sun.
The brick walls also ceased shortly before the bridge. The cyclist
deftly zoomed the bike upwards on the bridge, and down the other
side. Feuillade looked pleased - the camera shot would continue
without a break. With a shout of "Hang On!" the camera
truck also swept over the bridge. Jake, Feuillade and the reporters
had to hang on for dear life.


The high brick walls resumed, even taller here. Jake had not seen
any gaps in them except at the bridge, the curve at the oak, and
back at the roadside shrine. The road curved to the left again.
The cyclist disappeared behind the walls again as he went around
the curve. Feuillade, Jake and the journalists soon followed around
the curve, ducking under some low hanging telephone wires that
stretched over the road just beyond the curve, where the lane
straightened out again. They saw the bike ahead, but it was weaving
from side to side. Jake suddenly realized why. It was riderless.
The bike finally tipped over in the middle of the street. The
cyclist's leather greatcoat spilled off the cycle's seat, and
landed in the dust. There was no sign of the rider anywhere. Huge
brick walls rose up twelve feet on either side of the road. There
were no doors or gaps in the walls for a mile, since they had
passed the bridge. Feuillade signaled with his whistle for the
truck to stop.


The road was filled with dust. It had been two weeks since it
had rained. The motorcycle's track was plain in the road. There
were no other tracks around it on this lonely lane, whether of
vehicles or people. Pierre had not walked off his cycle - there
were no footprints anywhere near the cycle's track. If one could
judge the evidence of the tracks, Pierre seemed to have vanished
into space, while riding the cycle. Feuillade, the cameraman,
Jake and the reporters all seemed amazed.


Pierre had vanished as if he had never existed. Just like the
magician had predicted.


Next to Jake, reporter Claude Dufay quietly quoted from Hamlet.
"O that this too too solid flesh would melt, thaw, and resolve
itself into a dew!"


The time was eleven - the local church bells tolled it out.







Jake began investigating at once. He had the truck driven over
to the side of the road.


One of the biggest reporters, who looked more like a circus strongman
than a starving writer, hoisted Jake up, so that Jake was standing
on his shoulders. With the reporter standing on the truck's platform,
and Jake standing on the reporter's shoulders, Jake had a high
view.


Jake examined the telephone wires, pulling on them. "These
wires wouldn't support anyone much bigger than a child,"
Jake said. "Pierre must weigh 200 pounds, at least. I don't
see how he could have used them to make an escape over the walls.
If he'd grabbed onto them, he would have pulled them right off
the poles."


Jake was able to see the top of the left hand wall. The heavy
wall was nearly a foot thick. The nobleman who built the wall
was obsessed with privacy, one of the journalists told Jake. The
top of the wall presented an unbroken layer of dust and decaying
leaves. No one had walked on the wall top, or even brushed against
it, since the last rain storm. The truck driver slowly moved the
truck forward, so that Jake could inspect the whole left hand
wall, along the entire stretch where Pierre must have disappeared.
It was clear that no one had touched the top of the wall in over
a week. The driver then slowly moved back along the right hand
wall. Its dusty surface was equally unbroken. Wherever Pierre
had gone, he had not climbed over the walls. From his perch, Jake
could follow the telephone wires, that stretched over the lane,
to a telephone pole outside the right hand wall around thirty
yards away. A bright yellow object lay at the foot of the pole.
Jake borrowed the binoculars of Claude Dufay. The yellow object
turned out to be a banana peel, discarded at the foot of the pole.
It recalled the banana the magician had eaten in the car earlier
that day. It also reminded Jake that he was hungry for lunch.


The giant reporter turned out to be a Swede, named Sven Nilsson.
He was the French correspondent, usually stationed in Paris, of
a large daily newspaper in Stockholm. Sweden had long had one
of the world's great silent film industries, and the paper's readers
were interested in film news from all over the world. The good
natured Nilsson, who casually brushed the dust from Jake's shoes
off the shoulders of his elegant French suit, turned out to be
a highly articulate man. He and the other reporters were all eager
to learn what Jake had seen.







A car had driven up, bringing Moe and some members of the crew.


While Pierre's greatcoat had been left on his bike, there was
no sign of his helmet, gloves or goggles in the road. They had
vanished along with Pierre.


"Maybe he was still wearing them when he disappeared,"
Jake told Moe. Jake and Moe studied the greatcoat, which was unbuttoned,
but otherwise undamaged.


Jake wondered if Pierre had pole vaulted out of the lane, over
the wall. But there had been no sign of anything that resembled
a pole in the lane. Nor were there any tracks in the lane that
could represent a man taking a running leap with a pole. Nor were
there any trees overhead, from which Pierre could have been lifted
off the motorcycle.


Jake walked over to a brilliant red object lying in the road,
around twenty yards further down the lane from where the motorcycle
finally tipped over. It was a dead fish, and had been dyed a flaming
red color. A line in the dust extended from the brick wall, to
the fish.


"It looks as if someone used this fish to make a line in
the dust on the road," Jake said. "But why?"


Moe suddenly recognized what kind of fish it was.


"It's a herring," he said with a wry look. "Someone
has dragged a red herring across the trail. I've had a lot of
metaphorical red herrings on mysteries we've worked on, but this
is the first literal red herring. Someone has a bizarre sense
of humor."


On the wall, written in French in red paint, were the words "Disappear
Here".


"This event was clearly premeditated," Moe said. "And
by somebody who is now laughing at us, with these bizarre fake
clues."


"Somehow," Jake added thoughtfully, "I think the
solution of these events is also going to be far-fetched, outrageous
and bizarre."


Feuillade asked Jake what a "red herring" was.


Jake explained that a "red herring" was a promising
looking but irrelevant clue, that turned out to have no real bearing
on the solution of a mystery. It was an English language term,
which is why Feuillade was unacquainted with it. A few years later,
in 1931, British mystery writer Dorothy L. Sayers would publish
a detective novel called The Five Red Herrings. Bad guys
in mystery books would sometimes deliberately "drag a red
herring" across a mystery's trail of evidence, to confuse
a detective. Moe and Jake had seen this saying become literal
in this motorcycle mystery.







Moe came back on a bicycle he had borrowed. Moe had explored the
road ahead. "There's not another gap in the wall till a crossroads,
around a mile down the lane," he reported.







The motorbike was undamaged. A rider from the crew started it
up. The endlessly energetic Feuillade, who had a schedule to keep,
returned to his base camp. Fortunately, he had completed all the
shooting he needed with Pierre. He began to work filming with
Greg again. There was a lot of filming to do: Secret Service
would be released in ten one-hour episodes, like Feuillade's other
serials. Little Andr was still at the camp with his parents,
watching everything like a hawk. Meanwhile Moe was back out the
crossroads far down the lane, looking for any prints in the road,
while Jake was at the road side shrine in the near portion of
the lane, seeing if anything could be learned there. Jake discovered
a women's purple domino mask behind the shrine, something unexpected
in a rustic shrine in the French countryside.


Suddenly, a loud roar of a cycle was heard. A motorbike swept
past Jake down the lane. It emerged from the direction where Pierre
had disappeared an hour ago. Jake thought the rider looked like
Pierre, as the bike swept past. Soon the bike emerged in the camp
where most of the film crew was, passing through the camp at high
speed. When it got close, everyone could see it looked like Pierre.
He was grinning, and gave a loud toot on his horn as he swept
through the camp without stopping. He wore the blue checked suit
and striped blue tie he had had on all day, but not the greatcoat.
He also had on his distinctive gloves and leather helmet. His
goggles were pulled down around his neck, leaving his face unobstructed.
In the distance, the bells of the local church began to chime
out noon. People were annoyed with Pierre - he seemed to have
pulled off a bizarre stunt - but at least everyone was relieved
he was not harmed.


Public relations man Poussin had been talking to the reporters,
right where the motorcycle drove by in the camp. They all got
a close-up look at its rider.


Checking with Moe, Jake learned the biker had not been seen at
the crossroads far down the lane. So the motorcyclist had reappeared
in the lane, somewhere between the crossroads and the shrine.
Perhaps even at the very spot where he disappeared, at the curve
near the telephone wires.


Twenty minutes later, the local curate pulled up at the camp in
his horse drawn buggy. He helped a dazed Pierre down from his
buggy. Pierre was dressed as they had just seen him on a motorcycle.


"I found this man in my church," he told the crowd,
"at 11:30 today. Eventually he recovered enough to speak,
and I brought him here."


"We saw Pierre here at noon, on his bike," Jake said.


"Impossible," the curate said. "As the bells of
my church were tolling out noon, this man was in my rectory. Our
bishop was also there, paying a visit, and the good woman who
is the rectory housekeeper, serving him luncheon. Actually, it
was just after noon when this poor man came out of his daze, and
told us who he was, and that he needed to come back to your film
camp here."


Feuillade, who was a good Catholic, respectfully thanked the priest
for his help.


The local gendarme soon arrived. He immediately recognized the
curate, and got an account of the incident from him.


Pierre's story was simple. "As I rounded under the telephone
wires on my motorcycle," he said, "I blacked out. When
I came to, I was in the good father's church. I know nothing of
how I got there. I was awakened in the church by a beautiful young
woman, dressed in an elaborate, 17th Century purple gown. She
had a purple domino mask over her eyes, and wore a purple headdress
covered with purple and white jewels. She was dressed like someone
taking part in the annual Carnival that is held on the Tuesday
just before Lent. She told me, 'Beware of the Brotherhood of the
Red Star!', then slipped out of the church before the Father arrived.
I had seen her once before. When my motorcycle passed by the roadside
shrine during the filming, she had peeked out from behind the
shrine's statue. I just had a glimpse of her, before she hid behind
the shrine again."


Pierre denied having ridden through the camp at noon. "At
noon I was with the curate and the bishop in the rectory. I know
nothing about any ride through the camp."


"It was Pierre's astral projection," Claude Dufay said
to Jake, "just like the magician predicted. While Pierre
was sleeping in a daze in the rectory, his astral projection arouse
out of his unconscious, and drove through the camp on a motorcycle.
Only his projection wasn't real. It was just an illusion. The
real Pierre was dozing in the rectory."


"Maybe," Jake said skeptically.


"And if you believe that," Claude said with a grin,
"I also have the Eiffel Tower I can sell you. What a bunch
of hogwash! But still, it's what someone behind all this wants
us to believe."


The reporters dashed madly off, to the local town hall, to telephone
in their eyewitness accounts to their papers in Paris. The hall
was the only building in the little town where telephones were
publicly available.


Both Jake and Moe believed Pierre was lying. They did not see
how such a bizarre turn of events could have happened without
his full, conscious collaboration. But even assuming Pierre was
in on the plot, it was hard to see how the events on the lane
could possibly have taken place.


Later, Jake had lunch with the reporters. Jake, who loved meeting
other writers, was thrilled to meet all these French journalists.
He had tons of questions to ask them about being a writer in Paris.
They in turn were curious about the United States.


"My favorite American movies are the race car driver pictures
Wallace Reid makes," Claude Dufay declared, over a delicious
omelet in the country inn. "He is the typical American: clean
cut, dynamic, good at every sort of modern technology, and big-hearted."
The other reporters all nodded in agreement.


Jake hadn't realized how influential Hollywood pictures were in
creating an image of his country around the world. He'd always
thought of Wallace Reid as the popular star of light entertainment
movies. But he was the image of America to Jake's new friends
here.







"This isn't the same motorcycle I was riding early this morning,"
Greg said to Jake, during a break in the shooting. "That
one had a small dent in the fuel gauge. This one doesn't. They're
the same model and color, but someone has switched cycles."


"You mean that the cycle Pierre rode out with into the lane
is different from the one we found riderless after he disappeared?"
Jake asked.


"Yes," Greg replied, "unless they were switched
earlier, before Pierre rode it out to the lane, or after."


Greg had been perched on the motorcycle he was using now, when
Pierre rode by through the camp at noon. All the witnesses agreed
to that. So there were at least two different motorcycles involved
in the case, Jake realized, and maybe three. Greg was now riding
the bike found in the lane after Pierre's disappearance. And Pierre
was riding a second motorbike at noon, one that looked just like
Greg's, by all accounts. He had also ridden a different bike out
to the lane at the start of the filming, one with a dent in its
fuel tank. This may or may not have been the same one Pierre rode
at noon through the camp.


Both men were wearing their identical looking helmets, gloves
and goggles. Greg's goggles were down around his neck, during
the current afternoon's filming, so his face was fully visible.
It was clear that it was Greg who was acting in front of Feuillade's
camera now, and not some impostor hiding behind the goggles. This
seemed oddly reassuring to Jake - he wanted his friend to be as
remote from the problems of this case as possible. Other than
having his goggles down, Greg was in full costume. His jet black
leather motorcycle greatcoat was fully fastened. The huge erect
collar that circled his neck was strapped and buckled, both in
front of his neck and at its two sides. It looked stiff and rigid,
as if its leather were reinforced inside with steel. His tapered
coat was tightly belted around his waist, and the double-breasted
front of the coat was fastened by the numerous buckles that rose
up in a V array from his waist to his broad shoulders. Huge buckled
straps on the shoulders served as epaulettes. The long skirts
of the greatcoat swirled around Greg's booted legs. The coat was
designed to be glamorous, tough and unique. Esther predicted it
would start a fashion trend. After the movie was released, every
guy in the US and France would want one.


Greg pointed out to Jake that it took him around ten minutes to
fasten all the straps and buckle all the buckles that covered
every available surface of the glamorous coat. It had taken Pierre,
who was unfamiliar with the greatcoat, even longer that morning
to get buckled into his coat, shortly before the filming in the
lane. Yet when Pierre had vanished, his unbuckled coat had been
found on the motorcycle in the lane. How could this have happened?


Jake had examined the greatcoat found in the lane right after
the disappearance. There was nothing trick about its elaborate
straps. It would take someone at least ten minutes to get out
of the complicated coat. Yet Pierre, whose hands were occupied
with steering the motorcycle, had somehow emerged from it in the
space of less than a minute he had been invisible to Jake around
the final curve in the lane. It seemed impossible.


"Heck, Jake," Greg pointed out, "there are even
straps fastening the cuffs of the coat to the leather gloves I
wear. There are ten straps, all around each cuff, that buckle
onto the gloves. And you have to unbuckle and unfold the shoulder
epaulettes, just to get at the dozen buckles that fasten the top
of each of the coat's double-breasted panels to the shoulders.
Heck, even Houdini couldn't get out of this thing in under ten
minutes," Greg said proudly.







Moe was amazed at the casual attitude of the local police. They
only sent out a lowly gendarme, and he did little but take statements.
Moe had looked forward to meeting representatives of the Sret
from Paris, one of the most advanced crime fighting organizations
in the world. Finally, Moe and Esther went to the office of the
local prefect of police, showing him Moe's credentials as a Lieutenant
in the LAPD. They asked him point blank why no deeper investigation
was being performed.


The prefect was cordial, but a bit evasive. Finally, he gave Moe
a rueful smile, and spread out his hands in a deprecating gesture.


"It is due to the phone call, mon lieutenant," the prefect
told them. "It is these cinema people, very good for trade
and business here, but just a bit raffish. Last night we had a
phone call, from, shall we say, a high-ranking official of the
film. He told us about the forthcoming disappearance. It is all
being staged for the newspapers. Such publicity is very good for
the box office. It will be a sensation, 'The Great Secret Service
Mystery'. The newspapers will play it up. But the police will
not investigate it. After all, no crime has been committed."


The prefect had no details on how the disappearance was done.
He had wanted the police involved as little as possible.


"So, was it Louis Poussin who called you?" Moe asked
the prefect.


Moe could tell from the prefect's face that his guess was accurate.
Moe's guess of Poussin was a logical choice - Poussin had set
up the junket with the reporters on the truck. And Poussin had
the most to gain from the news coverage - he was publicity director
for the picture. Moe also realized that Poussin would have the
clout to get Pierre's cooperation on any hanky-panky. Also, Poussin
was one of the few people on the movie set who was fluent in English,
and who would have known about the English language term "red
herring". Moe doubted if Feuillade knew about the hoax -
Jake had told him that the director had seemed dumbfounded by
Pierre's disappearance.


Poussin's involvement also explained, Moe thought, why no one
connected with the film had called in private detectives. After
all, the famed sleuth Ambrose Ganelon lived in nearby San Sebastiano,
and could easily have been brought into the case. Poussin had
probably told everybody that such detectives would be bad publicity.


At first Moe was floored, but soon Esther and he were laughing.
"It's just like Harry Callaway!" they told the prefect,
mentioning the flamboyant Hollywood PR man whose stunts were often
a thorn in the side of the LAPD. Harry Callaway was an honest
man in his own way, and his outrageous stunts were always to publicize
films, never for financial gain or any other disreputable purpose.


The gendarme came into the station while Esther, Moe and the prefect
were talking. It settled one issue in Moe's mind - Moe had even
wondered if the gendarme sent out to the camp had been a fake,
part of the hoax. But the gendarme turned out to be perfectly
real, after all. Moe had had experience with some of the fake,
but startlingly authentic looking cops, that Harry Callaway had
sometimes included in his Hollywood publicity stunts. These had
ranged from jut-jawed "federal agents" in three piece
suits and fedoras, to an innocent looking young "rookie"
in LAPD uniform who had successfully begged the kind-hearted Moe
to help him with his first written police report. The wily Harry
took a special delight in tricking Moe with fake policemen. It
had become a running gag between Moe and Harry. Around once a
month, Harry sent in another fake policeman, just to keep Moe
on his toes. Moe had successfully pegged the visiting Texas State
Trooper as one of Harry's ringers, but had been fooled by the
gruff, uniformed LAPD Police Captain from another precinct who
had taken over Moe's office and ordered him out on a fake case.
Moe had not expected one of Harry's ringers to appear to be one
of his own superior officers, particularly not one who had been
innocently introduced to Moe by his own Police Captain as his
backup replacement for the day. Moe, who had a strong sense of
humor, discovered after a while that he was looking forward to
the mental challenges these impostors provided him. Feuillade,
who regularly included crooks dressed as fake policemen in the
plots of his crime thrillers, had been fascinated to learn about
Harry's escapades during dinner a few nights before. "Maybe
we can ship Harry to over here to work with you in France - permanently,"
Moe had suggested to Feuillade with a smile.


"No thank you," a laughing Feuillade had replied, "we
all have enough trouble coping with Poussin here," nodding
across the dining room to where Poussin was sitting, entertaining
a group of reporters with witty stories. Poussin had been dressed
as a man-about-town in an elegant tuxedo, and looked like a charming,
good-natured rou without a thought in his head. Although
Poussin was dressed as a sophisticated, well-to-do idler, Moe
could see that Poussin was actually hard at work with the reporters,
feeding them news items for their papers. "Poussin's relentless
publicity sessions are driving us all to exhaustion," the
director had added. "He has a lot of imagination, though."
Feuillade's words came back to haunt Moe in the prefect's office.
Poussin was clearly the mastermind who had dreamed up the bizarre
events in the lane.


The prefect wanted to hear all about life in the Los Angeles police.
It turned out that he had a nephew who worked as a cotton exporter
in New Orleans in the US. The prefect, Moe and Esther had a happy
time swapping information about their countries.







Little Andr tugged on the sleeve of Esther's coat. He
had taken a shine to that motherly lady, who could speak to him
in excellent French. He had something to tell her.


"When the bike rider went through here at noon, his hair
was blond. I saw it peeking out from under his helmet. Now it
is light brown. It seems strange."


Esther reported little Andr's discovery to Jake and Moe.


When Feuillade heard about this, he went over to congratulate
Andr.


"What is your full name, Master Andr?" Feuillade
asked.


"Bazin, Monsieur, Andr Bazin."


"You are a most observant little man," Feuillade declared.
"I predict a great future for a person with eyes like yours."







Feuillade was shooting a scene in an elegant restaurant. The hero
would interfere here with a plot by the villains to kidnap the
heroine, right in the middle of the society crowd in the restaurant.
Greg stood by the dining salon's entrance next to a huge potted
palm, looking dashing in white tie and tails. His eyes swept the
crowd in the current shot, resting briefly on the bad guys he
spotted lurking in the crowd. The various villains had the thin,
well-kept beards of French Army officers, and wore military medals
on their elegant tailcoats. In the plot, the villains were masquerading
as high level military officers. Under the surface of the film,
Feuillade was clearly exploiting the unease many people felt about
the military. The world war had just ended six years ago, and
millions of men had been butchered for nothing. Many people deeply
hated and mistrusted the military and its commanders. Having his
bad guys disguise themselves as these privileged officers, out
for an evening of amusement at an upper class restaurant, allowed
Feuillade to portray such officers in a sinister light, without
getting him in trouble with the censors.


The filming shut down for the night. Feuillade retreated to a
little caf, along with the Americans - Greg, Moe, Esther
and Jake. Greg asked Feuillade his opinion of current movie serials.
Feuillade thought the best serials in the world today were coming
out of Germany. "The most imaginative are being made by a
young man called Fritz Lang," Feuillade said. "The
Spiders was good, and Dr. Mabuse is even better. These
deal with master criminals, like my Fantmas and
Les Vampires. I got in a lot of trouble with the censors
making serials about criminals," Feuillade continued with
a smile. "Today all my serials feature heroic good guys,
like Judex, or the secret service agent you play." Neither
Greg nor Jake had ever heard of Lang, and promised to watch for
his films.


Pierre, who had had too much wine, was sleeping in a chair at
another table in the outdoor caf. He was still in his
blue checked suit. The elegantly dressed Poussin was at another
table, with a group of reporters. Suddenly, a motorcycle's roar
was heard in the street. The cycle slowly passed by the caf,
sounding its horn. Its rider looked like Pierre. The rider was
not in the blue suit; he was dressed in a smart green uniform
like the magician's chauffeur had worn earlier. The red star in
the center of his uniform cap gleamed in the fading light. Jake,
Moe and everyone present could look between the sleeping Pierre
in his chair, and the cyclist, before he roared off into the night.







Jake did what he always did, when he wanted to think intensely.
He went and sat under a tree. In the hotel garden he found a huge
Monkey Puzzle tree from Chile. The tree was a strange but beautiful
looking conifer, with giant, candelabra branches sticking out
from the central trunk. It was covered with thousands of scale-like
green needles, each a small, sharply pointed green triangle. Legend
had it that it received its name when someone exclaimed, "It
would puzzle a monkey to climb this tree!"


Suddenly Jake began to figure out how the disappearance was done.


Jake made some queries with an expert on French vaudeville.







"There is a French circus act, Little Bobo, the Motorcycle
Riding Chimp," Jake began, to Moe, Esther, Greg and Feuillade.
"When the road went around the first curve, underneath the
oak, the motorcycles were switched. Bobo rode out of the gap in
the wall there on one cycle, and Pierre left the road through
the gap, and hid behind the wall with his cycle, the one with
the dent on its tank. This was during the first period when the
motorcycles were temporarily out of sight of those of us on the
camera truck. When our truck then rounded the curve, Feuillade
and the reporters and I then followed Bobo on the bike down the
lane, thinking it was still Pierre. All we could see was the back
of his leather greatcoat, draped unfastened over his shoulders.
He looked just like Pierre, from the back, in an identical greatcoat
and helmet, and on an identical bike. Bobo went up over the bridge,
around the next curve, and jumped up from the bike to the telephone
wires, while he was out of our sight again. The coat fell off
his back onto the bike. Bobo then scrambled on the wires over
the far, right hand wall, and climbed down the telephone pole
to the ground. It was just as his trainer had rehearsed with him.
His trainer was waiting there, rewarding Bobo with a banana, before
taking him back to the circus. Bobo is small and slight, even
for a young chimp. The telephones wires easily supported him.
Bobo's motorcycle soon came to rest in the lane, where we all
saw it. It was the motorbike used for the rest of the day by Greg.
It had no dent in its tank.


"The domino mask by the shrine, the red fish in the road
and the sign on the wall had been arranged earlier that morning,
to make mystifying 'clues'. The banana peel at the pole was left
behind by Bobo. Everywhere that Bobo goes, banana peels are sure
to follow, so having the magician eat a banana during his visit
to the camp was a bit of preventive misdirection, helping all
of us to associate bananas with the magician instead. One doubts
there is any real Brotherhood of the Red Star, either.


"Meanwhile, Pierre's brother was waiting for him, behind
the gap in the wall by the oak, and took Pierre's motorcycle from
him, the one with the dented tank. Pierre had plenty of time to
take off his coat, and make his way to the church by bicycle.
He received an alibi there from the honest local curate, who has
played the most innocent and unknowing role in this affair. Pierre's
brother, who looks a lot like him, later rode through the gap
by the oak, down the lane past the shrine where I saw him, and
through the camp precisely at noon. He wore clothes identical
to Pierre's. His brother has blond hair, unlike Pierre's light
brown, but people hoped no one would notice with it tucked under
his helmet. Only Andr did. As soon as Pierre heard the
church bells ring noon, he suddenly 'remembered' he was needed
at the camp, and insisted the much-imposed-upon curate drive him
back. There was no young woman in a purple gown. She was just
part of the story Pierre told to confuse us.


"This case really is a Monkey Puzzle," Jake continued,
"or rather an Ape Puzzle. The name of the tree gave me the
idea about how the disappearance was done."


"There are lots of duplicate costumes in this case. There
are four sets of goggles, helmets and gloves, one each for Greg,
Pierre, Pierre's brother and Bobo, and three greatcoats, worn
by Greg, Pierre and Bobo. There are two identical blue checked
suits and striped blue ties, worn by Pierre and his brother. The
suits were probably made to be so loud, so that would be instantly
recognizable to everyone at a distance. It was easy for the studio
costume department here to make so many identical clothes. Film
studios always make a lot of duplicate costumes for movies, anyway,
so that if one is damaged or soiled, film production is not held
up. The costume department knew nothing about the hoax. Poussin
simply told them to make up extra copies of the film's costumes
for publicity photo sessions, a routine procedure on most films."







Moe, Esther, Greg and Jake stayed on in France as long as they
could, and toured the country. Jake wrote a piece about the making
of Secret Service for a French newspaper. It was the first
thing he'd ever written in French, and he was very proud. Claude
Dufay sponsored Jake's admission into a Reporter's Club in Paris.
Jake, who'd grown up as a desperately poor and much rejected outsider
in Milwaukee, felt quite overwhelmed. Sven Nilsson was there,
too, and carried Jake around on his shoulders again to celebrate
Jake's induction. This time Jake was in an elegant French man-about-town's
suit, too, like all the other reporters; Jake had bought it as
a souvenir of his trip to Paris.


The truth about the disappearance never came out. Poussin suggested
off the record to curious reporters that it was caused by Pierre's
involvement with an affair of the heart, perhaps with the beautiful
woman in the purple dress. This seemed plausible to many people
- l'amour could cause a young man like Pierre to do anything.
Other reporters guessed that it was all a publicity stunt, but
since the affair lacked any scandal or crime, no one felt it was
worthwhile to expose it in the press.


Feuillade thought it might make a good movie. He planned to include
an incident like it in his next thriller.





Author's Note: Louis Feuillade is a real person, as are his family,
and as is the great film critic Andr Bazin, who makes
an appearance here at age six. Such real people as actors Vilma
Banky, Lars Hansen and Wallace Reid are also mentioned in passing
in the tale, as is director Fritz Lang. All the other characters
in the tale are fictitious. For biographical information, I am
indebted to Henri Fescourt's La Foi et les montagnes (1959),
Francis Lacassin's Louis Feuillade (1964), Howard A. Rodman's
article on Feuillade in World Film Directors (1987), edited
by John Wakeman, and to David Bordwell's On the History of
Film Style (1997). Secret Service is an imaginary film,
made up for the story, as are the mysterious events that happened
during its shooting. Such real films by Feuillade as Fantmas
(1913), Les Vampires (1915-1916) and Judex (1916)
are mentioned in the tale. Every mystery fan should see Les
Vampires, one of the best of all crime thrillers. 





Copyright 2005 by Michael E. Grost

The Dream Factory



A Jacob Black "Impossible Crime" Mystery


By Michael E. Grost


"I had the strangest dream yesterday," Greg told Jake.


Screenwriter Jacob "Jake" Black, and his actor friend
Greg were sitting in a restaurant in Paris. It was a beautiful
Sunday in Spring, 1924. The two of them had just finished shooting
a movie which Jake had written and in which Greg had starred,
Secret Service. Greg had spent the last two weeks in a
grueling round of publicity for the film. Even today, a Sunday
in which few Parisians were working, would lead to more interviews
and publicity photo sessions for Greg. Also with them were Lt.
Moe Apfelbaum of the Los Angeles Police, who had been a consultant
on the crime thriller about matters of police procedure, and Moe's
wife Esther.


Two French women came up and asked Greg for his autograph. Greg
smilingly gave it to them. Greg's screen name was Gregor von Hoffmansthal.
His real name was Greg Karzag, although he rarely used it.


The restaurant, celebrated for its excellent cuisine, was packed
with diners. A middle-aged society woman sat at the next table,
with a group of her friends.


"Let me tell you about the dream I had yesterday afternoon,"
she said to her fellow diners. Her high-pitched voice easily carried
to Greg and Jake's table.


"I was standing on top of the Eiffel Tower," she began.
"Suddenly, I launched myself into the air. I could fly through
the air. Actually, it was more like swimming. I could swim, buoyed
up by currents of air. Soon, I was swimming over Paris. I could
see the streets curving below me, and the tall, beautiful apartment
houses. I passed a galleon, flying through the air. It was a Roman
sailing ship, and it could fly, just like me. It was manned by
dozens of Centurions. One could see their red-plumed helmets nodding
as they rowed."


The listeners at her table were soaking up every word. Jake was
fascinated too,. But Jake was startled when he saw the look on
Greg's face. Greg was sitting there, dumb-founded. But nobody
at Jake's table wanted to say anything till the lady completed
her recital.


"Eventually, I reached the hills of Montmartre," she
went on. "I could see the great outdoor staircases of the
district below me as I swam. Finally, the great hill with the
Basilica of Sacr-Coeur appeared before me. I swam through
the air to its great dome, where I rested, panting breathlessly.
I looked down over all of Montmartre. A parade of elephants was
marching through the streets where the artists sold their wares.
At this point, I woke up," she concluded.


A woman who was with her said, "Suzanne, that is the most
chic dream!" The other ladies nodded in agreement.


"Dreaming is a sign of artistic creativity, Madame,"
a bearded middle-aged man told Suzanne. "It is a mark of
your sensitive spirit."


Suzanne purred with pleasure.


"Jake!" a bewildered looking Greg whispered to his friend.


Jake turned his attention to Greg.


"That was my dream from yesterday," Greg said. "The
one I was about to tell you."


"You mean you had a similar dream?" Jake asked.


"It was the exact same dream!" Greg said urgently. "I
remember the Roman Centurions. Some of them looked just like the
guys on my fencing team back in high school." Greg had learned
to fence in school. "And the parade of elephants at the end.
It is all exactly the same."


"Who did you tell about your dream?" Jake asked. "Maybe
Suzanne is just repeating your dream as her own." Jake kept
his voice down, so Suzanne and her friends would not hear his
suggestion at the next table.


"That is just it, Jake," Greg said. "I didn't tell
anyone. I was too busy last night. I just remembered it again
now, and was going to tell all of you all about it."


"But that doesn't seem possible," Esther said. "I
never heard of two people having the same dream."


"I'm confused, too," Greg said. "Do you suppose
it is telepathy? Maybe Suzanne read my mind."


"Telepathy makes for great pulp magazine tales," Moe
said, "Homer Eon Flint wrote a crackerjack story about telepathic
spacemen on the planet Jupiter. But I've never encountered a good
case in real life." Moe loved to read. "Suzanne had
her dream yesterday afternoon," Moe went on. "When was
yours, Greg? If it's telepathy, both dreams would be happening
at the same time."


"Mine was yesterday afternoon as well," Greg said. "I
just lay down on my bed in the hotel, after the interview downstairs
in the lobby. The next thing I knew, it was an hour later. I had
not intended to take a nap. I had even slept in my suit coat -
it was all wrinkled." Greg made this sound tragic. The Studio
expected movie star Greg to look perfectly groomed at all times.
"I hurriedly changed into my tail coat for the evening charity
appearance, fan meeting, press interview and hospital visit photo
session. The dream was vividly in my head at that time, but the
publicity activities last night kept me too busy to think about
it any more. The press interview was the hardest; my French is
still not fluent." Greg spoke English, Russian, German and
his native Hungarian. His limited French was no obstacle to starring
in silent films, which were a universal language.


Greg had been working too hard, Jake realized. Even for someone
as athletic as Greg, his frantic pace of publicity had pushed
him to exhaustion.


The people at the next table were rising to leave.


Esther jumped up, and went over and spoke to Suzanne.


"Pardon for the intrusion," Esther told her politely,
"but we could not help overhearing. That was a most fascinating
dream, Madame," Esther said pleasantly.


After a brief initial start of surprise, Suzanne seemed pleased.
Esther was a most respectable woman, and she spoke the excellent
French she had learned as a child from her parents.


Esther gave Suzanne her card, and Suzanne fished out a similar
visiting card from the black beaded reticule bag she carried.
Esther was in a white dress, with a white picture hat, while Suzanne
was dressed with elegant simplicity in black.


"Madame Suzanne Clermont" the card read, followed by
an address in an upper middle class faubourg to the North of Paris.


After Suzanne and her party left, Esther shared the card with
Moe, Greg and Jake.


"Does the name Clermont mean anything to you?" Jake
asked Greg.


"No," Greg said slowly, "but we have met so many
people the past two weeks that it is possible that we have encountered
them somewhere."







Greg's interview that afternoon was with French journalist Claude
Dufay. Claude had also been present during the shooting of Secret
Service, and Jake and Claude had become friends then. Jake
went along with Greg to the interview, so he could visit with
Claude. The interview was conducted in the lobby of Greg and Jake's
hotel in Pigalle.


Claude kept the interview with an obviously exhausted Greg short.
After they had done, Claude closed up his notebook, and started
visiting with Jake. Greg promptly fell asleep in the hotel lobby
chair. The giant black leather armchair did look comfortable to
sleep in. Claude took a candid photograph of Greg asleep in it.


"That's a strange story about the dreams," Claude said
to Jake.


"Do you know anything about the Clermonts?" Jake asked.


Like most reporters, Claude Dufay had a fund of knowledge about
goings on in Paris.


"Gerard Clermont is a prominent banker," Claude said.
"He is rich, infinitely respectable, stuffy and downright
dull. He encourages his wife's aspirations to be a patroness of
the arts. She has funded the music education of some gifted young
female classical musicians from poor families - a violinist, a
cellist and a pianist, so far. Suzanne Clermont is flighty, always
keeping up with the latest trends, and a person with artistic
pretensions. She hosts a salon that is not quite at the first
rank of Parisian intellectual life, but which does encourage young
poets and painters, especially young women."


"Could she be involved in anything crooked?" Jake asked.


Claude looked shocked. "It is hard to imagine," Claude
said with a frown. "Monsieur Clermont is the last word in
bourgeois respectability. And Madame Clermont is most respectable
too, underneath her verneer of culture. There is nothing bohemian
about her. She tries to keep up with the latest intellectual crazes:
table turning two years ago, vegetarianism last year. Currently
dreams are fashionable in Parisian intellectual life. Intellectuals
are keeping diaries of their dreams, and using them for inspiration
in their writing. If they cannot have real dreams that are exotic
and creative, they make them up," Claude said with a grin.


"It sounds like a good dream life is now a requisite calling
card for entry into Parisian cultural circles," Jake said.


"Precisely," Claude replied. "The Surrealists have
even opened a Dream Bureau. They encourage the public to walk
in and recount any interesting dreams they had. Then scribes at
the Bureau write them down, and preserve them for posterity."
The Surrealists were a group of poets and painters, who believed
in the unconscious and the world of dreams.


"I have read some poetry by the Surrealists," Jake replied.
"It is really strange."


"That's the whole idea!" Claude replied.


Claude left. Jake hated to wake up Greg, who was sleeping so peacefully
in the lobby chair. Jake had to do some writing. He got out the
little notebook he always carried, and started the writing there
in the hotel lobby. Jake never minded writing in public. In fact,
it was often easier for him to write when other people were around
- it was much less lonely than being by himself in a room somewhere.
And this way, Jake could keep watch over Greg while he was sleeping
in the lobby.







Jake had an idea. Why not see what the Surrealists at the Dream
Bureau could tell him about Greg and Suzanne's dream? After all,
they were experts on the whole subject of dreaming.


The Dream Bureau turned out to be just a block from Jake's hotel.
It was in an old storefront in Pigalle. The whole Pigalle area
was packed with pedestrians. It was famous for its night clubs
- the Moulin Rouge was not far. There was an immense amount of
traffic in the district, and having the Dream Bureau there certainly
encouraged Parisians to drop in and recount their dreams. The
street between the hotel and the Dream Bureau was full of small
horse chestnut trees in bloom. Their red flower spikes reminded
Jake of the red plumes of the Roman Centurions in Greg's dream.
Spring in Paris seemed so beautiful.


The inside of the Dream Bureau was spectacularly if inexpensively
decorated. The Bureau consisted of a single large room. The walls
had been painted a flaming red, with window frames striped yellow
and blue. Gold colored Chinese lanterns hung from the ceiling,
linked by crepe paper streamers that were every color of the rainbow.
The front door was purple and had a large ram's horn affixed to
it, while the back entrance way was guarded by two huge tusks
of ivory that flanked either side of the door. A sign on the wall
pointed out that in Greek mythology, true dreams came from a gate
of horn, while false dreams entered through a gate of ivory.


The front shop window had a pale green umbrella and a small sewing
machine, enameled baby blue, laid out over a striped cloth from
the African Gold Coast. Another sign on the wall gave a quotation
from the poet Lautramont, "the meeting of an umbrella
and a sewing machine on the dissecting table". There was
no back partition in the shop window - people in the street could
peer right in and see the interior of the shop.


There were a series of three desks in the back of the Bureau.
Each was manned by a scribe. Visitors to the Bureau sat in chairs
in front of the desks, recounting their dreams to one of the scribes,
who recorded it in a large ledger.


Jake sat down in a visitor's chair, in front of the left hand
desk.


"Name, please," the scribe said. He was a young man
in his early thirties, just a bit older than the thirty year old
Jake. He spoke in German-accented French, and Jake replied in
his own American-accented French.


"Jacob Black," Jake introduced himself. "I write
adventure stories." Jake stood up again and reached out to
shake the scribe's hand.


"Max Ernst," the scribe said, shaking Jake's hand vigorously.
"I am a painter, and volunteer here at the Bureau."


"You sound American," Max told him. Jake nodded.


"Do you know many cowboys?" Max asked.


"I once wrote a movie script for Tom Wilson," Jake replied
tentatively. Wilson was a cowboy actor at Mammoth-Art Studio,
where Jake worked.


"Tom Wilson!" Max exclaimed excitedly. "Pierre!
Henri! Come here at once! This American knows Tom Wilson!"


Henri and Pierre were the two other scribes in the Bureau. Henri
came over at once, from his far right hand desk, but a bored looking
Pierre at the middle desk waved Max's comments away.


Max and Henri began to pound Jake with questions about Tom Wilson
and his movies.


"Is the Petrified Forest really filled with fossil logs from
trees that are a million years old?" Max asked. Wilson's
biggest hit had been shot there, on location in Arizona.


"Absolutely," Jake said. "The trees were relatives
of the Araucarian pines that still grow in Chile and Australia.
I just saw a Monkey-Puzzle tree in the same plant family when
I was in Nice."


"Do Red Indians really have a mythology as rich as Ancient
Greece or the old Norse religion of Odin and Loki?" Henri
asked Jake. Several Indian legends had been dramatized in Wilson's
movies. Cowboy Wilson was "Friend to the Red Man, and All
Who Seek Justice", according to the title cards in his silent
films.


"I think so," Jake replied. "I have read Schoolcraft's
books. His collections of Indian storytelling were used by Longfellow
in Hiawatha. Longfellow is our great American poet,"
Jake added proudly.


"I will see if Schoolcraft has been translated into French
or German," Max said. "My English is still weak, but
I am learning."


"Is the Hopi village a real place, or did they invent it
for the movies?" Max inquired.


"The Hopi village is real," Jake said. "It is not
as ancient as your European cities, but it has been there maybe
500 years."


Wilson's movies were always filled with Western lore. Jake remembered
being told by the head of Mammoth-Art's Writing Department to
include plenty of real Western facts in the script Jake wrote
for Wilson. Jake, who was a city boy from Milwaukee, had had fun
researching everything from square dancing to Indian medicine
at the library.


Eventually the conversation turned back to dreams. Jake began
to tell Max and Henri about Greg's dream.


"My friend dreamed that he was swimming through the air,
from the Eiffel Tower to the top of Sacr-Coeur,"
Jake began.


"But that is not an original dream, Monsieur," Henri
replied quietly.


"No," Max said politely but firmly. "I just heard
that dream yesterday from a man who came into the Bureau."


"Maybe it is not quite the same dream," Jake suggested.


"In yesterday's dream," Max replied, "the man encountered
Roman Galleons sailing through the air. And finally saw a parade
of elephants throughout the art fair in the streets on Montmartre."


Jake was taken aback. "But that was my friend's dream, too!
Please tell me more about yesterday."


"A man came into the Bureau," Max began. "Quiet,
fashionably dressed in a dark suit, tall, bearded, looking a bit
lost. I guided him into the visitor chair where you are sitting
now, Monsieur Jake. He began talking quietly in a language I do
not know. I think it was Eastern European."


"Maybe Polish," Henri said.


"I tried talking to him in French, but he only mumbled a
few French words, in a thick accent," Max said. "Then
I tried my native German - I was born in Kln," Max
added. "The stranger was fluent in German, but he had a thick
Polish accent, or whatever his native tongue was. I asked him
what his dream was. He began to recount this strange dream. He
was slow and halting, but gave us the whole bizarre story. Then
he stood up, as in a daze, and quietly left the shop."


"Did you get his name?" Jake asked.


""I wrote it down," Max replied, consulting the
ledger. Max showed yesterday's entry to Jake.


"Monsieur Colcheque, 16:15" the entry read, in Max's
spidery handwriting.


"The spelling of the name is probably not right," Max
went on. "He mumbled his name, and I had to guess."


"16:15," Jake said. That was the French way of recording
4:15 PM. That was about the same time Greg was having the dream
back in his hotel room. Talk about telepathy! There were now three
people in Paris who had all had the same dream: Suzanne, Greg,
and this M. Colcheque.


A young woman, a lower class Parisian, came into the Dream Bureau.
She gravitated towards Pierre's desk in the middle. She plainly
had been there before, and knew Pierre. Pierre was younger than
Max and Henri, in his early twenties, and was quite handsome.
The woman, a housemaid in a wealthy home, began to recount her
latest dream. There was no privacy in the Bureau; Jake could hear
every word of the woman and Pierre's conversation at the next
desk. The woman's dream was about an orangutan.


Henri winked at Jake. "The ladies love Pierre," Henri
told Jake quietly. "He gets every shopgirl and serving woman
in Paris."


"Have you ever heard of Suzanne or Gerard Clermont?"
Jake asked Max and Henri.


The two shook their head no. The two had never met Greg either,
although both men had seen him at the movies.


"I liked Gregor von Hoffmansthal in Robin Hood,"
Henri said. "It was fascinating to see a film in color."
The studio had shot Greg's version of the Robin Hood legend in
two-color Technicolor. "Even Hoffmansthal's black stallion
Pepper looked different in color. It would be good to see Tom
Wilson's Palamino horse Pete in color, too." Greg always
rode Pepper in his swashbucklers, and Tom Wilson always rode Pete
in his cowboy films. The two horses were as famous as their human
riders. "In Robin Hood, Robin was all in green, and
Will Scarlett was all in red. It brought these ancient English
myths to life, as if they were a dream. Film is a 20th Century
mythology."


Jake told Max and Henri about Suzanne and Greg having the same
dream at the same time as their visitor to the Dream Bureau, M.
Colcheque.


"Is there not a saying about your town," Max asked,
"Hollywood, the Dream Factory?"


"Yes," Jake replied. "It means that Hollywood films
are like beautiful dreams for the public to enjoy, and that Hollywood
turns them out en masse, just the way an automobile factory produces
cars."


"It appears that Paris has become a different kind of Dream
Factory," Max replied. "Now real dreams themselves are
being massed produced, and being sent to many dreamers at once."


"That is impossible," Jake said.


"It is Surreal," Max Ernst declared.

Part II: The Gates of Horn and Ivory



The next morning, over a breakfast of rolls and milk in the hotel
dining room, Jake was startled by a headline in the newspaper.


"Clermont Mansion Robbed!"


Jake hurriedly showed the paper to Moe and Esther. The three were
letting Greg sleep in. Jake had put his foot down with the Studio
publicity people, and insisted Greg needed a day off from interviews.


Esther translated the article for Moe, who spoke no French. "Thieves
daringly broke into the mansion of banker Gerard Clermont last
night. Valuable gold plate, and paintings by Fragonard and Boucher
were stolen. Monsieur and Madame Clermont had taken a trip to
the countryside, and given much of their household staff the day
off.


"The robbers seemingly knew their way around the Clermont
mansion and estate," Esther went on, reading the article.


"That sounds as if they had had inside information,"
Moe said. "I bet the French police are going to grill every
servant in the house, to see if they are in league with the thieves."


"The robbery is one of a series at the homes of wealthy Parisians
that have the police baffled," Esther said.


Moe was interested about what the Surrealists had said about film
being the new mythology. "I always thought the movie people
at Mammoth-Art resembled the Norse gods," Moe said. "Harry
Callaway, the publicity man whose wild schemes are always getting
in everybody's hair, could be Loki the Trickster, the god who
always tries to bamboozle the other gods. Greg could be the powerful
Thor, swinging his huge hammer. And Jake could be Odin, the all-wise,"
he said with a smile at his friend.







That afternoon, Jake stopped back inside the Dream Bureau. Henri
and Pierre were there, but Max was not. The Bureau was manned
by a large group of volunteers associated with the Surrealists.


"I have an invitation, to the salon of Madame Suzanne Clermont
tonight," Jake told Henri. "It is for you and Max and
Pierre and myself."


Henri, who was a little known poet struggling for recognition,
was grateful for the invitation.


"A reporter friend I know has a contact among the habitus
of the salon," Jake told Henri. Claude Dufay had set up the
invitation for Jake.


"This could be a chance to meet other writers," Henri
said enthusiastically.


Pierre, however, immediately declined.


"I have a prior engagement," Pierre said haughtily.


"Take her along to the Clermonts," Henri said with a
laugh. "This is a great opportunity for an unknown painter
such as yourself."


Pierre was adamant in his refusal, and Henri could not budge him.







Greg joined Jake, Esther and Moe for lunch, in a little cafe in
a side street. Greg looked the most rested Jake had seen him in
two weeks. He was elegantly dressed in a new French suit, which
gave him the look of a Parisian boulevardier.


"I slept in till noon," Greg said, with his usual enthusiasm.


Greg had also donned a fake beard.


"Isn't that the beard you wore for a scene in Secret Service?"
Moe asked.


"Yes," Greg replied, "when the detective I played
was undercover at the train depot. I am hoping it will keep me
from being recognized by my fans."







The salon was held in a large, tastefully appointed room in the
second floor of Madame Clermont's mansion. Max and Henri had come
along with Jake. They encountered the bearded, middle-aged man
Jake had first seen dining with Suzanne Clermont, and listening
to her dream.


"Jean Ruttenberg, artist, at your service," he introduced
himself.


"This room was locked up during the robbery yesterday,"
Jean Ruttenberg told Jake. "So none of its paintings or furnishings
were stolen by the thieves."


There were some brilliantly colored oil paintings by the painters
known as the Fauves on the walls. The intense, unrealistic colors
of the paintings startled Jake. One painting had a brilliant yellow
sky, and a red sea.


"This painting is mine," Jean Ruttenberg told them.
He pointed to a large still life on the wall, painted in flaming
colors. Ruttenberg walked with a limp. It turned out that he had
lost a leg in the Great War.


One of the waiters brought over a large tray of fresh fruit. The
fruit was served on a silver plate, sitting on a gleaming white
cloth that covered the tray. There were bananas from Madame Clermont's
conservatory, and a sliced, pale yellow fruit Jake did not recognize.


"What is that?" Jake asked politely


"A pineapple," was the waiter's reply.


"I thought pineapples only came in cans!" Jake told
Max and Henri. "It looks completely different fresh."
Jake loved fruit, and promptly dug in.


"Suzanne Clermont is a vegetarian," Jean Ruttenberg
said. "Only fruits, vegetables and bread and rolls are served
at her salons."


Some of the bananas had an ice-blue skin, instead of the yellow
peel Jake had always seen. When Jake opened one up, the flesh
inside was a bright orange. It tasted delicious, both sweeter
and a little spicier than a regular banana.


"These bananas are a variety from the isle of Java,"
Jean Ruttenberg said. "Its colors are as wild as some of
the Fauves' paintings we see on the walls. Suzanne Clermont has
allowed me to sketch in her conservatory several times. It is
full of the most amazing tropical fruits - very inspiring for
an artist."







Madame Suzanne Clermont wanted to ask Jake about Jazz.


"I am fascinated by your American music," she told Jake
warmly. Jake was obviously American. In his American-styled tuxedo,
Jake looked as if he had just stepped out of a night club in New
York City.


A string trio came out, two women who played the violin and cello,
and a third who played the piano. Jake guessed that they were
Madame Clermont's young protgs. After a brief
introduction, they played an arrangement for string trio of a
brand new ballet, The Creation of the World, by Darius
Milhaud. Jake expected a waltz, or some other ordinary classical
form. Jake had only seen one ballet in his life, Les Sylphides,
in which a dozen young ladies in white tutus had danced sedately
to waltz music by Chopin.


Instead, the Milhaud music combined American Jazz with a traditional
French elegance of form. Jake found the piece fervent and wild
and altogether different from anything he had ever heard. It had
the ferocious rhythms and blue harmonies of the most advanced
Jazz music Jake had heard back in the States.


The piece was warmly applauded at the end. Suzanne Clermont seemed
especially gratified.


A lady's maid came into the salon, and whispered a message to
Madame Clermont.


"I know that woman," Max Ernst told Jake unexpectedly,
indicating the lady's maid. "She is a regular visitor to
the Bureau. She is always there telling her dreams to Pierre."


Jake went and got a closer look. The maid was a sharp faced woman
of around forty, plainly dressed.


Jake asked a footman about her.


The somewhat startled footman tried to be polite. One could tell
he thought you never knew what an artist at the gathering might
do or say.


"That's Helene Ariston," the footman told Jake. "She
has been with Madame Clermont for over a dozen years, as her personal
lady's maid."







After the ballet music, Jake wandered to the refreshment table
in the back of the room. There was a small painting in a simple
wooden frame, set up on the table, propped up on a tiny easel.
It had not been there earlier in the evening.


Jake looked more closely. It was a painting of Greg and Suzanne's
dream. One could see the swimmer over the skies of Paris, the
Roman galleon sailing through the air, manned by the Centurions,
and the hill of Montmartre in the background. The whole painting
had an eerie air, as if even stranger events were about to happen.
At the lower right hand corner, the painting was signed Dourant
'24.


Max came up to Jake. He seemed intrigued by the painting, too.
"Jean-Baptiste Dourant is one of the Surrealist painters,"
Max told Jake.


A crowd was beginning to gather. Jake saw a startled Suzanne in
the background. Jake quietly followed her to the main entrance
door of the salon. She stopped to talk to the formidable looking
butler standing there. "Joseph," she asked him in a
puzzled tone, "how did that painting get there? I gave no
orders to have such a painting set up on the buffet."


"Indeed, Madame," Joseph replied after a somewhat startled
glance at the buffet, "it is a most unwelcome surprise to
me as well." Joseph thought for a while. "None of the
guests brought it here tonight. I have been by this entrance all
evening, and none of the guests carried any packages or objects
into the salon."


Jake could see that it would have been hard for any of the guests
to smuggle in such a painting under their clothes. It was a beautiful,
warm Spring night. The women all wore the simple, elegant frocks
dictated by current Paris fashion. And the men were in light suits.
No one had worn a coat or a cloak or any other outwear under which
a wooden framed painting could be smuggled. The painting was small
- around a foot and a half by a foot - but still rigid and inflexible
in its frame. The waiters were all in tight white mess jackets
and closely fitting black trousers. They too would be unable to
conceal such a painting inside their clothes.


Suzanne Clermont proceeded to the other door of the salon, the
one leading to the kitchen and servants' quarters. The young footman
Jake had spoken to earlier was still there. Jacques was in his
late twenties, and dressed in brown footman's livery. 


"No one brought in a painting from the servants' entrance,
Madame," Jacques the footman told her respectfully. "Admittedly,
the waiters here tonight are outside servants, and not part of
the regular Clermont household staff. But I have been watching
them closely as they leave the salon tonight, to make sure they
have not absconded with the silverware or plate. None has left
the room with any of Madame's property."


Jake looked at the windows. They were all in the front wall of
the salon, behind where the musicians played. So many eyes were
on these windows all evening, that it was hard to imagine anything
being smuggled in through them. The salon was on the second floor
of the mansion, too, with a sheer drop to the ground far below.


"It is as if that painting appeared by magic on the buffet
table!" Suzanne exclaimed to Jake, as they wandered back
into the center of the salon. All around them, they could hear
the guests discuss the painting. Dourant's name was on everyone's
lips. The "magical appearance" of one of his paintings
at an intellectual salon would clearly be a great boost to the
little known artist's career. "Both Jacques and Joseph have
been with our family for a decade," Suzanne added. "One
can trust them implicitly. C'est impossible!"







Jake wanted to think out all the puzzling events. He suspected
that they were the product of a series of tangled coincidences,
each one contributing another twist and turn to the events. 


There was indeed a conservatory at Madame Clermont's. Jake had
told his hostess how much he loved trees, and Suzanne had insisted
that he visit it. Jake loved the conservatory, which had a huge
green glass roof.


Jake sat down on a wrought iron bench. The bench was full of fountain
patterns, beautifully formed in outline in the curving ironwork.
Up above Jake was a mango tree, in full bloom. The tree was covered
by numerous branches bearing bunches of small purple and green
flowers. Jake began to stare at the beautiful flower panicles.
He began to think about dreams.


Suddenly, Jake got an idea about dreams, and how the dream factory
worked.







Jake and Greg met in the bar of their hotel, that night after
the salon at the Clermonts. Greg was resplendent in white tie
and tails. Neither man drank alcohol, but both were experimenting
with fruit flavored non-alcoholic syrups. Greg had a cherry drink,
while Jake's was blueberry. Moe and Esther came in, after an evening
at the Paris Opera, and ordered hot chocolate.


"Did you ever sleepwalk while growing up?" Jake asked
Greg.


"Why yes," a somewhat startled Greg said to Jake. "How
did you know? It mainly happened when I was over-tired. I would
wander around at night, and walk downstairs at night to the butcher
shop in my sleep." Greg's family lived upstairs over the
butcher shop they owned. "A couple of times they even found
me in the street. I made it all the way down to an all night screening
of a movie in the next block once. They found me sitting there
in my coat over my pajamas, eating popcorn, still asleep."


"I bet you were sleepwalking two days ago when you had your
dream," Jake replied. "Here is what might have happened.
You fell asleep in your hotel room, still wearing your suit coat.
You were in a state of exhaustion from all the publicity. Your
nerves were keyed up, and instead of sleeping on your hotel bed,
you took to sleep walking. You put on your false beard. You wandered
down the street, and into the Dream Bureau. You started talking
to them in your native Hungarian. Max did not know what language
you were speaking, but recognized it as Eastern European and guessed
it was Polish. You gave him your real name, Karzag, but he had
trouble understanding your mumbling in your sleep, and wrote it
down as Colcheque. He made communication with you in German, which
you spoke with a Hungarian accent, and you told him your dream.
Right while you were having it. Max wrote it down, and you got
up, and sleepwalked back to your hotel room. When you woke up,
you remembered your dream, but you had no idea you had been sleepwalking."


"That makes sense," Greg said. "I was always very
hard to wake up while sleeping. I remember my brother telling
me how he talked to me a few times while I was sleep walking.
He would ask me questions, and I would reply, and I would have
no memory of any of it after I awoke."


"But how did Madame Clermont have the same dream?" Moe
asked.


"I suspect that Suzanne Clermont told a white lie about that,"
Jake went on. "Her maid Helene is a habitu at the
Dream Bureau. She really likes to visit the handsome Pierre there.
Either Helene was sitting next to Greg while he was telling his
dream at the Bureau two days ago, or Helene could have heard about
Greg's dream from Pierre afterwards. Helene later told her mistress
Suzanne Clermont about the dream. There is so much prestige associated
with having exotic dreams in Parisian intellectual circles nowadays
that Madame Clermont appropriated the dream as her own. She merely
wanted to impress her circle of artistic friends. I get the impression
that the intellectual world can be a bit cutthroat," Jake
added ruefully. "It is possible that Suzanne regularly has
her maid Helene on the look out for dreams from the Bureau that
Suzanne can use.


"And one suspects the painter Dourant probably heard about
Greg's dream through the Surrealists' Dream Bureau," Jake
said. "Dourant used the dream as inspiration for his painting."


"How did the painting appear on the buffet table?" Greg
asked.


"One of the waiters might have smuggled in Dourant's painting,"
Jake guessed. "It could have been concealed under a tray
of food, along with its collapsed easel. Both the painting and
the easel would have been hidden under the white cloth draped
over the side of the tray. The waiter could have brought the tray
and hidden painting into the room and over to the buffet without
either Jacques the footman or the guests noticing. When all eyes
were focused on the three woman musicians entering the salon,
the waiter could have taken the painting out from under the tray,
and set up the easel and painting on the buffet. The waiter probably
was a friend or relative of Dourant's, trying to get some publicity
for his painting.


"If this were a crime," Jake went on, "we could
investigate more, and get the actual truth out of Dourant. But
it was just a harmless publicity stunt for a painter."


"What does any of this have to do with the robbery at the
Clermonts?" Esther asked.


"Actually, nothing," Jake said. "But, last night,
both Henri and Max, the poet and the artist at the Dream Bureau,
were eager for opportunities to go the Clermont salon. This could
lead to important professional connections and advancements for
them. Pierre the painter turned down the invitation cold, despite
Henri's pleading. It seemed strange. But if Pierre were involved
the robberies at the Clermont mansion and elsewhere, it would
make sense. Pierre might be scared to be seen near the Clermont
home, or have any involvement with the Clermonts.


"Pierre has a large clientele of Parisian servant women,
eager to tell him their dreams," Jake went on. "He's
a handsome young man. What if Pierre is pumping these servants
for inside information? They could innocently tell him all about
when they had evenings off due to their employers leaving town,
for example. That is when the Clermont home was robbed. And the
servants could boast a little bit about the treasures in the homes.
Pierre could even visit some of the servants in the kitchen, on
occasion, and get the lay of the land at the homes. He could wind
up with all sorts of inside information useful to a gang of thieves."


Moe passed on Jake's suggestion about Pierre to his contacts on
the French Police. They began to watch young Pierre, and soon
set a trap for him and his burglar friends. The police decided
that none of the servant women were involved - Pierre had just
been extracting information from them through his charm.


Greg paid another visit to the Dream Bureau, disguised in his
beard. This time he was fully awake. Max Ernst immediately identified
Greg as the M. Colcheque who had visited them before. Greg did
not remove his beard, or identify himself as the actor Gregor
von Hoffmansthal. The whole incident was the sort of publicity
he did not need - Greg was always very careful in his behavior,
especially with the press.


Jake and his friends said nothing more about Greg and his dream.
They especially did not want to embarrass Suzanne Clermont, who
seemed like a nice person, or Helene either. Helene reportedly
had a good cry about the treacherous Pierre. But soon she was
dating a far more honest man, who appreciated her wit and her
figure.







That night, Jake had a dream. Jake was swimming through the air,
just as Greg had earlier in his dream. The flying Roman galleon
showed up, a huge ship whose many oars were propelling it through
the air. Greg was standing on the side of the ship, in full Roman
costume of sculptured breastplate and leather tunic. He bent down
over Jake swimming along side the ship, the huge red plume of
Greg's shiny helmet brushing against Jake as he bowed over. Greg's
powerful arms pulled Jake into the ship.







Jake, Greg, Moe and Esther saw the production of Darius Milhaud's
ballet The Creation of the World, at the Thtre
des Champs-lyses, where it had debuted the previous
October. In addition to the dancing, Jake was overwhelmed by the
abstract sets and costumes, by the painter Fernand Lger.
It was like seeing abstract paintings come to life. Jake had seen
abstract paintings before - the head of Mammoth-Art Studio, J.
D. Upshaw, was a connoisseur of modern art, and the walls of executive
offices at the Studio were full of abstract works from Upshaw's
personal collection. But Jake had never realized that abstraction
could be part of a dramatic work, or used for sets and costumes.
The clothes worn by the dancers were covered with stripes, circles,
ellipses, zig-zag patterns of rectangles, and numerous multi-colored
chevrons, arranged in vertical rows that went up and down the
dancers' legs.


At the recommendation of Max Ernst, Jake and his friends went
to see a new Russian science fiction movie, Aelita, Queen of
Mars. It too had abstract, geometric costumes, for its Martian
characters. Huge wheeled spokes made up hats or skirts, and arms
and legs were covered with cylinders and cones.


"The day of abstract art has come!" Moe said.


Jake, Moe and Esther went to Max Ernst's one man show in Paris.
It was held a tiny gallery on the Left Bank. The Americans were
some of the few people there, aside from some of Ernst's fellow
Surrealists. This was the first time Jake had ever been a real
art exhibit, but Moe and Esther regularly went to them in Los
Angeles. Moe and Esther had a great time, talking with the artists
about their work.


Jake purchased one of Ernst's paintings. The picture was called
"Homage  Tom Wilson". The cowboy actor did not
appear in it, however. Instead, the picture was a strange landscape,
filled with tea-kettle shaped cacti, and brilliantly colored birds.
It had the vague feel of a landscape in the American West. Jake
loved its strange shapes and unusual colors.


"Someday when you are famous," Jake told Max, "this
painting will be worth a fortune." Jake had purchased the
painting by the unknown artist for almost nothing.


Max Ernst laughed. "That will never happen," he replied
modestly. "But it does not matter. I intend to devote my
life to my art." 






Author's note: The Surrealists really did keep a Dream Bureau
in Paris, in which they invited the public to record their dreams.
Max Ernst was the greatest of the Surrealist painters, along with
Joan Mir. Homer Eon Flint, mentioned in passing, was a
real writer of science fiction stories, although the work mentioned
by Moe is imaginary. La Cration du monde (The
Creation of the World), by Darius Milhaud is a real ballet;
one can see a photo of Fernand Lger's design for it in
The Concise Oxford History of Music (1985), by Gerald Abraham.
Aelita, Queen of Mars is an actual film. Henry Rowe Schoolcraft
was a real ethnologist who wrote much on Native American culture.
All the trees, plants and fruits in the tale are real. All other
characters and incidents in the tale are fictitious. 
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Horror at the High School


A Jacob Black "Impossible Crime" Mystery


By Michael E. Grost


Milwaukee, the 1920's: The nightmare that descended on Abraham
Lincoln High School was an attack of horror without equal. Starting
out with a series of sinister incidents, events eventually escalated
into a siege of terror. The case made national news for weeks,
in the fall of 192-. It helped that one of the students in the
case, Olga Petrovsky, was an amateur photographer, who documented
every aspect of the horrors with a series of excellent photographs.
Her pictures of the final confrontation at the school won a Pulitzer
Prize for the young high school journalist. But it was her photo
of the blood-splattered wall in the cavernous cellars of the old
Milwaukee, Wisconsin high school building that was the tabloid
press' favorite.


The man most responsible for ending the reign of terror was Jacob
Black. Black was a former math teacher at Abraham Lincoln. He
had gone on to be a best selling adventure story novelist and
Hollywood scriptwriter, with a successful Hollywood career at
Mammoth-Art Studio. He had also worked with the Los Angeles police
as an unofficial consultant on many murder cases. His gifts as
a solver of mysteries had made him a valued collaborator with
the LA Homicide Squad. Jake, as his friends called him, started
received alarming letters from old colleagues at school. They
described strange events at night in the deserted school building,
with lights seen in the cellars of the school. They also said
that the school administrators were doing nothing to investigate
the events. Finally, Jake's old friend, the school's veteran Biology
teacher Anita Wilson, told him she thought something was really
wrong. Jake believed it was time to intervene.


Jake thought big.







Jake's studio awarded Abraham Lincoln's principal, Dr. Theodore
Keating, the Mammoth-Art Studio Prize for Educators. The prize
consisted of a three week trip to New York City, where Dr. Keating
could study at the Museum of Natural History. Dr. Keating was
a fine educator, and a good human being. He had done much to raise
the level of education and teaching at Lincoln, ensuring that
its largely working class students got good training in science,
math and engineering. Jake personally owed Dr. Keating a lot.
Jake had started out as a high school student at Lincoln, and
Keating saw to it that the penniless orphan Jake had managed to
get a college scholarship. Jake went back to Lincoln as a teacher
after his graduation. But Jake also knew that Keating understood
nothing about school administration except education. All of this
he had delegated to subordinates. The Vice Principal, Benson Chalmers,
really ran most aspects of the school. Dr. Keating was completely
helpless in balancing the school's books, coming up with a financial
statement, hiring non-teaching staff, or making any decisions
about school property. All that he left to Chalmers, and Chalmers'
staff. Jake remembered Chalmers as a sneak and as a sadistic bully,
who tormented the junior members of the teaching staff. Chalmers
had made Jake miserable during Chalmers' first year and Jake's
last year at Lincoln, through his constant taunting of Jake as
a "sissy". Jake had hated this, but had been unable
to do anything about it.


The award was given Dr. Keating in Lincoln's auditorium, an old,
badly lit, creaky structure full of odd echoes and shadowy corners.
It was presented by William Hanniford, the distinguished middle-aged
Shakespearean actor who was now a Mammoth-Art character player.
His sonorous tones and distinguished appearance suggested that
the Prize Dr. Keating was receiving was one step below the Nobel
Peace Prize. Hanniford had come up from Chicago by train for the
day, where he was appearing on stage in King Lear.


The beaming Dr. Keating gave a heart-felt acceptance speech. Principals
of schools in near slum districts rarely got much recognition
for their work. Olga Petrovsky snapped several pictures of Dr.
Keating for the school's student newspaper.


Most of Lincoln's faculty and student body were present. Chalmers,
a short, wiry man, sat next to Keating, as always. He always strongly
supported Keating in public, whatever he really thought about
his boss in private. The diminutive Anita Wilson sat there, petite
in a navy blue dress. She was in her early thirties, and had been
Biology teacher at Lincoln for ten years. Near her was Biff Carver,
the school's gigantic, 6 foot three football coach. He was a newer
employee, hired within the last two years, and Jake did not remember
him from his period of teaching at Lincoln. Pete Sanders, the
chemistry teacher, was also present, a man in his mid thirties.
Like all the other men present, he was dressed in a suit and tie.


"Next, we want to introduce Dr. Keating's replacement as
Principal for the next three weeks," William Hanniford continued
in his pearl-shaped tones. "Part of the key idea of the Mammoth-Art
Prize for Educators is to allow for the educational exchange between
institutions of learning, and those of the humanities. It is my
great pleasure to introduce the celebrated author who will be
Lincoln's visiting Principal: Mr. Jacob Black. Mr. Black is the
author of many famous novels, set in the far corners of our globe.
He is also one of the most distinguished alumni of this fair institution,
Abraham Lincoln High School."


Jake stood up, and made a few friendly remarks. Jake was a tall,
slim man of around thirty, dressed in his most glamorous Hollywood
suit. "It is a great honor to be back at Lincoln, a school
at which I have so many happy memories. It is an especial honor
to be following in the footsteps, even for a brief time, of Dr.
Keating. I hope Dr. Keating can tell us a bit about how he will
spend his time in New York City."


"My research interest have always been in the Lepidoptera:
butterflies," Dr. Keating said . "In my youth I did
much research on them. I have asked some of our students to bring
some of my collection up here, out of storage in the school's
basement."


Two teenage boys brought a huge black closed cabinet up to the
stage. One of them opened up the front door of the cabinet.


A huge ax, covered with blood, fell out upon the stage.







Jake installed himself in Dr. Keating's office. He was accompanied
by a secretary he'd brought from Hollywood, Isaac Silverberg.
Silverberg was a quiet, inconspicuously dressed man of around
forty. He mainly stayed in the background, and only rarely left
the Principal's offices during the day.


Chalmers had refused to shake Silverberg's hand, and seemed disgusted
by his presence.







Chalmers was eating lunch with a group of men, mainly new teachers
and staff members he had hired during his tenure. He was lecturing
them about what he called "race suicide".


"The white race is being swamped by inferior races in this
country," he declared. "This country was founded by
people from Northern Europe, Englishmen and Scotsmen. But we are
being overwhelmed by insect hordes from Eastern and Southern Europe."
Most of the men at the table seemed to agree with him. "More
and more Africans are moving here from the South, too. Soon we
will be entirely surrounded by racially inferior stocks."


Jake had never been a hater, and it pained him to hear such talk.
Jake strongly believed in the complete equality of the races.
Jake himself was an orphan, and had no idea to which ethnic group
he belonged. He'd been abandoned as a small baby at a Methodist
run orphanage in Milwaukee, and "Jacob Black" was a
name he'd been given by a settlement worker there. Jake's best
guess, based purely on his physical appearance, was that he was
Polish, or maybe Lithuanian. But he could easily be a mixture
of other groups, too.







Jake was quietly pumping everyone he felt he could trust on the
school's staff. He was also quizzing many of the school's students.
He got plenty of gossip, but little that added materially to the
case.


Pete Sanders was especially antagonistic to Jake. He was hostile,
and downright rude. He also clammed up at every attempt by Jake
to open a conversation. Jake wondered if Sanders might be involved
in some illicit activity, and was worried that the new Visiting
Principal might learn about it. As a chemistry teacher, Sanders
could be involved with making illegal drugs. Several times, Jake
also found Sanders staring at Anita Wilson. Since Anita was the
faculty member most suspicious of the goings on at Lincoln, this
made Jake very uneasy.


Jake visited the far more affable football coach Biff Carver,
in his office off the football locker room. Biff sat at his huge,
fancy new desk, surrounded by photographs of the football team
and pennants. A giant cabinet along one wall contained many athletic
trophies on its wide, tall shelves. This was the fanciest office
anyone had at Lincoln, including the Principal and Vice Principal.
Biff Carver was kingpin of football at Lincoln, and he wanted
everyone to know it.







Jake was wandering down a school corridor, when he heard a familiar
voice from a classroom. He entered, and there was Greg. Greg was
a talented actor in his early twenties, who mainly starred in
swashbuckling adventure films; he was Jake's best friend back
at the Studio. He was standing up in front of the class as their
teacher. The class was Introductory German, and Greg's real last
name, Mr. Karzag, was written on the blackboard, in Greg's familiar
scrawl. Jake was floored. He'd thought Greg was back in California,
off on a fishing trip. Greg did not lose his aplomb. He went right
up to Jake, shook his hand, and said respectfully, "Principal
Black, I'm the new German substitute teacher, Greg Karzag. It's
an honor to be teaching at Lincoln." Greg smiled shyly. He
sounded very convincing and sincere. Jake tried not to show the
surprise he felt. Greg was neatly groomed, but was wearing a very
cheap suit and tie. He was dressed just like any other young teacher,
most of whom were poverty stricken - Jake remembered his own negligible
salary from his days as a math teacher at Lincoln. Greg had also
let the brush cut he wore for the movies grow out, revealing a
head of wavy black hair. Greg was certainly qualified to teach
German - he was fluent in German, Hungarian, Italian and Russian
- and Jake realized it was a logical choice for Greg if he wanted
to come to Lincoln undercover as a teacher. No one at Lincoln
knew that Greg was also the movie star Gregor von Hoffmansthal,
however.


Later, in the Principal's office, Greg told Jake, that if Jake
were off on an adventure at Lincoln, that Greg wanted to be part
of it too.







The first big break in the case came the next morning after Jake
arrived, with the school's janitor. Andrew Newton was a black
man of about fifty. Jake had known him for over fifteen years,
since Jake had entered Lincoln as a freshman.


Jake had not seen Andrew for a long time. With a big smile, he
rose and went over and shook hands with him. Andrew was glad to
see Jake, too, but he soon made it clear there was something troubling
him.


"There are strange things going on around here, Jake,"
Andrew told him, "and I'm worried. There are all these reports
of lights being seen at the school at night. You know I'm not
here after six o'clock, most days." Andrew usually went home
then, to take care of his three children. He had been a widower
for several years, since his wife Cora died. "There's not
supposed to be anyone in the school, after I lock up."


"Do you have any idea what is happening?" Jake asked.


"No I don't," Andrew replied, "but I went to see
the preacher about it two nights ago. Dr. Washington is the preacher
at the First Baptist Church, where I go." Andrew helped out
with the services every Sunday, singing in the choir. "He
told me he'd look into it."


"What did he find out?" Jake asked.


"I don't know," Andrew replied. "Dr. Washington
has disappeared. No one has seen him since he put on his coat
and left the church that night."


Jake felt a cold chill.


"What did the police say about this?" Jake asked.


Andrew looked angry.


"They don't say anything!" he exploded. "They say
Dr. Washington must be off drunk somewhere. Drunk!" Andrew
said in a rage, "Dr. Washington has never touched a drop
in his life. The police here wouldn't help out an African man
if the Lord appeared and told them to do it!"


Jake knew this about the police, too.


"The deacons at the church have everyone out looking for
Dr. Washington. He could have gone to see a sick parishioner that
night, but there's no sign of that happening. He's not in any
of the hospitals either." Andrew looked mournful. "We
think Dr. Washington is dead."







Jake, Andrew and Greg were exploring the cellars of Abraham Lincoln
High. The bloody ax had been found in a cabinet stored in the
cellars, and Jake felt that there might be important clues to
be found there.


The rooms were large, with high ceilings and dirt floors. They
extended in a maze like pattern under the entire, gigantic high
school. Andrew said that most of the rooms had not been used for
school business for many years. But everywhere they went, there
were footprints in the dirt floors. They looked recent. The shoes
were of many different patterns and sizes. This suggested to Jake
that meetings had been held in the cellars, involving fairly large
groups of people, maybe fifteen or twenty at a time.


The cellars were dimly lit. Large spiders were everywhere, and
had woven huge cobwebs in the corners of many of the rooms. Once,
when Jake entered a dark room, movement rose up in the room with
a large rattle. Something started brushing against Jake's head.
Jake brought his lantern up, and discovered that the room was
home to a large bat colony, roosting on the ceiling. The bats
began fluttering around the visitors, grabbing at their heads.
Jake explored the room anyway, but saw nothing in it but the bat
colony.


It was Andrew who made the discovery, in another room. He flashed
his powerful lantern up against a wall that otherwise was always
in darkness, from the dim electric illumination that filtered
in from the next room. The wall sprang into vivid life. It was
splattered with blood stains. They had dripped down the wall,
and dried, but otherwise, they looked fairly recent.


A killing had obviously taken place here, and fairly recently.
Jake reasoned that the wall had been in darkness during and after
the killing, and that the killers had not seen or known about
the blood stains. That was why they had not cleaned them up.


Jake sent Greg up to the first floor of the school, to get some
equipment. After a few minutes, Jake and Andrew could hear Greg
returning. But they could also hear that Greg was not alone. Someone
was following him, sneaking up behind him at a distance. The two
men were unarmed. Andrew seized a heavy lantern, while Jake picked
up a flashlight they were carrying. Greg reappeared in the room,
suspecting nothing. Jake hastily put a hand around Greg's mouth,
and pulled him to one side of the room's doorway, while Andrew
stood behind the other side of the door. The trio could hear the
footsteps getting nearer. A long shadow appeared through the door.


A familiar voice pealed out: "Hey! Mr. Karzag! What's going
on down here?" It was Olga Petrovsky with her camera. She
had followed Greg down the stairs. The three men breathed a sigh
of relief. But before they knew what was happening, Olga had seen
the wall of bloodstains revealed by Andrew's powerful lantern.
Olga did what she always did when she saw something unusual. She
picked up her camera, and made a flash-bulb picture of the wall.
The flash was blinding in the darkened room. It revealed the blood
stains as a brilliantly colored network of red. It gave everyone
a lightning like look at the room.


Jake began to explain to Olga. He said that they had just discovered
the room, and were about to call in the police. He swore Olga
to secrecy. He also warned Olga that she could be in danger from
the killers, if she talked about the events in the cellar. An
awestruck Olga promised Jake that she would say nothing.







Jake suddenly remembered something. He asked Andrew, "Isn't
there an old well, now boarded up, somewhere in the basement here?
I remember it from long ago, before the city water supply was
connected."


Andrew understood what Jake was driving at, and hurriedly took
them to the well. It was now sealed up, with a heavy metal cover.
Andrew got a crowbar, and Greg strained mightily to move the cover.
Greg was a young athlete in full training - he was famous for
the stunts and sword fights he did in his movies. With a final
flex of his mighty muscles, Greg pushed the well cover aside.
Andrew shined his powerful torch down the dry well. Twenty feet
down was the body of Dr. Hiram Washington.


Greg lowered Jake down on a rope. Jake bent down and examined
the figure of Dr. Washington. Unexpectedly he called out "He's
still alive!" He fastened the rope under the preacher's arms.
With a mighty heave, Greg slowly brought the minister out of the
well. The minister had been attacked by an axe, and was horribly
wounded. He was just barely alive. Greg rushed to phone an ambulance.
Soon the barely living preacher was taken to a hospital. The doctors
said he would be unconscious for many days, at least, and it was
uncertain whether he would ever recover.


Olga took pictures of everything.







The police arrived speedily, in response to the Visiting Principal's
summons. Lt. Kelly was forty years old, in a faded suit and bowler
hat. He treated Jake with respect, and got the complete story
of what Jake and his friends had found in the cellar.


If the police were discovering anything more, over the next few
days, they did not tell Jake anything about it. Jake pressed on
with his own investigations. Jake and Andrew visited a local locksmith
that afternoon, and had copies made of all of Andrew's school
pass keys for Jake.







Greg had never taught before, and he was amazed at how much hard
work it was. He began to have a renewed appreciation for all his
old teachers.


Greg was teaching his German class, with Jake quietly observing
from the last row, when one of the more smart alecky students
spoke up.


"Say, Mr. Karzag," Tommy said, "Did anyone ever
tell you you look like that silent movie actor Gregor von Hoffmansthal?"


"I've heard that once or twice, Tommy, but I really don't
think there's much resemblance," Greg said after a pause.


"He does look like you," the movie-struck Marsha said,
"only Gregor's nose is smaller and cuter." Greg knew
all about his big nose, so this was no surprise to him. In his
film close-ups, his lighting cameraman always used a special bright
white light aimed at his nose, which made it look flatter and
less conspicuous.


"It's quite a honker, isn't it," Greg said, lightly
pinching the top of his nose. This got a big laugh from his students.
"I always thought Gregor von Hoffmansthal was a really good
actor, though," he added. Jake rolled his eyes to heaven.


"I'd rather see a Western than one of those foreign adventure
pictures Hoffmansthal is always making," Brian said. "Give
me Tom Mix any day."


"Plus there's never any comedy in them," Alice said.
Greg had pleaded unsuccessfully with the studio bosses to let
him do some comedy scenes in his pictures, so this wasn't news
to him either. His movies were always so serious. They were close
to Rudolph Valentino's romantic films, although they had a lot
more swashbuckling action, while Greg wanted to try a comedy-adventure
like Douglas Fairbanks.


A quiet, shy student who hardly ever said anything spoke up. "I
like the sword fight scenes in his pictures. I'd love to able
to fence myself."


"Why don't you try out for the fencing team, Paul?"
Greg suggested friendlily.


"Aw, this school hasn't had a fencing team since old Schnitzler
retired last year," Tommy said. "They can't find anyone
to coach a team."


"But fencing was the best sport in school," Greg said
enthusiastically. "I loved fencing when I was a student."


"You're living in the past, Mr. Karzag," Tommy said.
"My Mom says that's a sign you're growing old." Greg
was 23.


Later, Tommy told Greg that the new football coach, Biff Carver,
had forced Schnitzler into retirement. Tommy thought that Carver
was jealous of the elderly fencing expert. Carver was a good fencer
himself, but had disbanded the fencing team, saying that football
was more important.


After class Greg told Paul, "I'm only substituting here for
a couple of weeks, but I could give you some fencing tips in the
gym after school." Paul lit up, and agreed at once. The school's
old fencing equipment was still locked up in the cabinet where
it always was, in the school's the second floor gymnastics room.
Soon, Greg was starting out with basic safety tips, and working
on basic moves for fencers. Paul Rozier was an enthusiastic student.
He proved to be a real natural as a fencer, and caught on rapidly
to everything Greg taught him.


All was going well, till a few days later. Greg was showing Paul
some of his fanciest moves. Paul was picking up everything like
a blotter. Paul's confidence seemed to be growing, not just in
fencing, but in life. Greg had also been urging Paul to try out
for the drama club, and Paul was all set for an audition next
week.


Greg was showing Paul a particularly intricate move. "I've
seen that," Paul said excitedly. "It's just like the
big sword fight in Cavalry on the Danube," he said,
mentioning one of Greg's first pictures. "I've always wanted
to be able to do that."


"Well, here's how," Greg said, carefully coaching Paul
through all the technicalities.


When they were finishing up, Paul said, "Say, Mr. Karzag,
how did you learn all that? That was just like in the movies!"
There was a dead silence. Greg hemmed and hawed something about
his old high school coach. Greg could see the wheels suddenly
turning in Paul's head. Greg had a feeling his cover was blown.


"You're Gregor von Hoffmansthal, aren't you," Paul asked,
wide-eyed.


"Of course not, Paul," Greg said. "Don't be ridiculous."


Paul looked straight at him. "That's okay, Mr. Karzag,"
Paul said loyally. "Your secret is safe with me."


Greg said "Thanks, Paul" and let it go at that.







Fittingly, the climax of the events came on Halloween.


There was a long tradition at Lincoln High, in which everyone,
faculty and students, would wear a costume on Halloween. Jake
wore his air pilot's uniform, a souvenir of a previous case, a
one piece set of flying togs in shiny, head to toe black leather.
Shiny black metal buttons rose in a V array up the suit's double-breasted
front leather flap, and then up the suit's erect collar. Greg
brought the spectacular 19th Century Lancer's uniform he had worn
in his first big movie hit, Cavalry on the Danube. Jake
was bit worried it would make Greg recognizable as Hoffmansthal,
but the bright blue uniform with large gold epaulettes and curved
sword did look quite different in real life than in a black and
white film. Only Paul recognized it from the movie, but Greg gave
him a big "Sh!" and he said no more about it.


Anita Wilson was dressed as a ballet dancer, in a snug pink leotard
and ballet slippers. She had several pink ribbons woven through
a complex hairdo. Biff Carver came as a scarecrow. The giant coach
Carver looked even more hulking than usual, with huge padding
further exaggerating his shoulders, back and arms. His face was
just a slit for his eyes, nose and mouth behind a white cloth
scarecrow mask. Andrew Newton got in the spirit of things, too,
dressed as a pirate, complete with a gold earring and a red head
scarf. Chemistry teacher Pete Sanders was dressed as legendary
lumberjack Paul Bunyan, with a plaid shirt and overalls. He carried
Bunyan's traditional huge axe. The axe looked real; it turned
out to be Sanders' own axe, used for chopping firewood.


Vice Principal Chalmers was dressed in the uniform of a Milwaukee
policeman.


The students came in costumes, too. Marcia appeared as Irma Vep,
the fascinating female crook of the French mystery movie serial,
Les Vampires. Her eyes were heavily stained with the dark
cosmetic, kohl, just like the actress Musidora, who played Irma
Vep in the movies. Les Vampires had been shown as a serial
at the school during movie days; each week, students could pay
three cents, and see a film program, complete with silent feature
and a serial. Jake and Greg had made a movie with the film's director,
Louis Feuillade, the year before, an event that also got them
involved in a mystery.


Paul dressed as D'Artagnan, from Dumas' novel The Three Musketeers,
with a blue Musketeer's tunic hanging down in front and back of
his chest. Tommy came as a reporter, with a press card in his
hat and a suit. Brian dressed as an Argentine gaucho. He also
turned out to be a fabulous dancer, with a dynamic sense of rhythm
on the dance floor. His tangos with the girls were a sensation.
Olga Petrovsky came as Joan of Arc. Alice was dressed as famed
female flyer Amelia Earhart. Jake, who was also dressed as a pilot,
joked that they would soon break air speed records.


Just about the only one in school not in costume was Jake's secretary
Silverberg, who wore a quiet gray suit, and stuck to the Principal's
office.








 

The big Halloween party was held in the gym on the third floor.
Jake took the Principal's traditional seat by the gym's door,
in the hall outside the gym, welcoming everyone as they arrived.
He said hello to Anita Wilson in her bright pink ballet outfit,
as she entered the gym.


Around fifteen minutes later Pete Sanders came out.


"Jake, have you seen Anita?" he asked worriedly. "I
can't find her anywhere."


Jake assured Pete that Anita hadn't come out. "This is the
gym's only door. I sure would have seen her if she'd left."


"Well, she doesn't seem to be at the dance, either."


Jake began to feel alarmed. He sent in two of Anita's students
to search for her. They couldn't find her either. Jake asked Greg
to watch the gym's door. He went in to the gym and looked around.
The gym's windows were all thirty feet off the floor, up near
the high ceiling. They were all closed and latched, against the
cold October day. Anita was clearly not there. There was no other
way out of the gym. Jake went into the only room opening off the
gym, a store room that had no exit. There was little in the empty,
windowless room except a screen in one corner. With a sinking
heart, Jake looked behind the screen. With a great feeling of
relief, Jake discovered that no one was there. Something in the
dim light caught Jake's eye, though. He reached down to the floor,
and picked up a pink ribbon. It was exactly like one of those
that Anita had worn in her hair. So Anita Wilson had been behind
the screen in the deserted store room. She could have gone there
to adjust something in her costume, Jake reflected. But then what
had happened?


Jake left the storeroom, and went back into the gym. Jake took
the key from the storeroom door, locked it, and pocketed the key.
He did not want anyone interfering with it.


A check with Greg revealed that Anita had not left the gym, or
turned up. Jake went up to the platform. where the school's music
students were playing dance music. Jake could see there was nothing
under the raised platform for the band; so could everyone else
in the gym. Wherever Anita was, she was not there. He stepped
up onto the platform, and interrupted the festivities, asking
everyone in the room if they had seen Anita Wilson. But they had
not. Anita had somehow vanished out of the gym, as if she had
never existed.


Jake could see from the platform that none of the women in the
gym were Anita. Everyone had turned to the front, to face Jake's
announcement. None of the women in the party were wearing masks;
they were not in fashion during the 1920's, and Jake could see
all their faces plainly. For that matter, the only man wearing
a mask was the giant scarecrow Biff Carver, sinister looking in
the spooky gym. But the petite Anita could hardly be masquerading
as Biff. Jake called out a question to Biff, just to make sure,
and heard Biff's voice through the mask.


Impossible as it seemed, Anita had vanished. Just like Dr. Washington.


Both had had their suspicions about the strange events going on
at Abraham Lincoln.


Jake had a horrible feeling that Anita was in deep trouble.


Jake saw Chalmers, dressed as a policeman. It reminded Jake that
it was high time he called in the police himself. Jake suddenly
noticed that the handcuffs were missing from Chalmers' uniform.
They had been present earlier in the day, when Chalmers had arrived
at the party.


Jake went back to the door, and consulted with Greg. Only three
people had been in or out of the gym during the time since Anita
had entered it. Andrew had gone out, then in with more refreshments
from the first floor kitchen. Pete Sanders had come out, asking
Jake to look for Anita. Come to think of it, he was not in the
gym now. Greg confirmed that Sanders had left the gym a few minutes
previously, still carrying his huge axe. And Biff had gone out,
then back in to the gym a few minutes later, before Pete Sanders
had first raised his alarm. Jake was sure that it was Biff under
the scarecrow mask; Biff had answered Jake's greeting both going
and coming. Besides, no one else in the school was as huge as
Biff.


Jake was sure there was no time to waste. He dispatched Olga Petrovsky
to call the police. Jake then hurried back to the platform, and
stopped the dance. Jake's voice boomed out through the hall.


"I'm asking for everyone's help. Miss Wilson has disappeared,
and I am organizing the students into teams to search the school
for her. She could be injured or ill. It is important to look
everywhere for her. She could be in a cabinet, a locker or a storage
room, unconscious."


"I do not wish to alarm everyone, but there could be a dangerous
person loose in the school. All teams are to stick together in
groups. No one is to go off on their own, under any circumstances."


Jake soon had the students in teams. He had Andrew divvy up his
pass keys to the students, and also used his own copies. He had
one group searching student lockers, another those for the football
team. A third team swarmed out into the basement. These were accompanied
by Andrew, who knew the basement passages better than any of the
students. None of the teams found any results.







A frustrated Jake was discussing the case in the Principal's office
with Lt. Kelly.


"I wondered if you were who you said you were - perhaps you
were an impostor or a crook," Kelly said. "A routine
check with the Los Angeles police revealed surprising results.
Not only is Jacob Black an honest person, but he has worked extensively
with the LAPD on homicide investigations. You are not here by
chance, are you? You are on some sort of investigation."


"I'd heard strange stories about problems here at Lincoln,"
Jake answered. "So when I got a chance to come back, I decided
to investigate."


"There were other surprises, too. There's a real Jacob Black,"
Kelly said. "We've all your school records - even your picture
on your novels in the bookstore - you're the real Jacob Black,
not an impostor using his name. But there's no Isaac Silverberg.
He doesn't exist. Never born, never went to school or had a job."
He glared at Silverberg in the corner. "Who is he, and what
is he doing here?"


Silverberg and Jake looked at each other and nodded.


"Lieutenant," Jake said, "this is Benjamin Cohen.
He's Mammoth-Art Studio's top accountant. He's here to investigate
the school's books."


"Systematic fraud is going on here," Cohen said quietly.
"There are people on the payroll in this school who don't
exist. Fraudulent identities have been fabricated for them. Money
allocated by the Board of Education for lab equipment, school
repair and band uniforms has been diverted.


"There are also signs that money is being laundered through
this school. Funds are being raised by outside organizations,
probably illegal ones with questionable sources of income. Then
it is being diverted through this school. It comes out looking
like clean money, part of normal, honest financial transactions,
such as a paycheck for one of those imaginary employees. There
are over two dozen of those phantom school staff here. We are
talking about money laundering on a substantial scale. Checks
are also being sent to imaginary "contractors" for non-existent
school repair projects. The money laundering is bigger and on
a larger scale of magnitude than the fraud against the taxpayers,
but both exist."


"I have a draft of my report here, Lieutenant, and would
be glad to give you a copy," Cohen continued. "The report
will become bigger over the next few days; I'm hoping to extend
its analysis one year further into the past. We'd planned to give
copies to the police, the Governor's office and the Board of Education
at the end of the week. We are strongly recommending that one
of the national auditing forms be brought in here to do a thorough
investigation of the books. Most of them have branch offices here
in Milwaukee, or we could bring them in from Chicago. I am sure
their work will substantiate all the findings in our report."


"What if the books mysteriously disappear before that happens?"
Kelly asked. "Things are really wrong about this place."


"That is not going to happen," Cohen replied. "We
have been making photostatic copies every night." Cohen opened
a cabinet, and displayed a small camera and stand for photographing
documents. "There are now two complete copies of the books.
One is in a safety deposit box in a bank here in Milwaukee; the
other is in another safety deposit box in Los Angeles. Plus, my
team at the Studio in LA is going over a complete printed copy
of the photostatic records, doing in-depth financial analysis."


"We kept my real name out of this," Cohen continued,
"so that there would be no leaks about my presence here.
Plus, I had no desire to be shot down on the streets of Milwaukee."
He began to show Kelly his credentials.


"Cohen investigates all the studio's contracts for fraud,"
Jake said. "Plus he goes over all the investment schemes
offered to the studio's stars and other high priced talent. They
are a magnet for con men and fraudulent schemers of all types.
He's had over twenty five bunko artists sent to prison."


"The next step in this investigation requires subpoena power,"
Cohen said. "Many organizations that have done business with
this school should have their books subpoenaed. I hope the District
Attorney can get on this right away."


"Who do you think is behind the money laundering?" Kelly
asked.


"I think," said Jake, "that it is the Ku Klux Klan
- the KKK."


"The KKK has been growing substantially in power during the
last few years, especially here in the Midwest," Jake continued.
"Its power center is in Indianapolis, and it has acquired
a front of social respectability. It is running candidates in
many Midwestern elections, and has become a virtual third party
in American politics here, behind the Republicans and the Democrats.
Despite all this, many of its activities still involve terror
behind closed doors. It has terrorized its way into complete control
of many smaller towns, and is extorting large sums of money from
people. This school is probably just one of several large centers
of money laundering run by the KKK."


"The school also serves as an ideal meeting place for the
Klan. It is nearly deserted on nights and weekends. There have
been many reports of lights seen in the school, and strange activities
at night. I suspect these are meetings of the KKK members."


"Several of the leaders of the school administration are
proponents of ideas involving race suicide, and anti-black, anti-Catholic
and anti-Jewish propaganda. While this does not prove their involvement,
they could easily be giving their support to the KKK. At least
some school administrators would be needed to carry out the operations
we are seeing here."







Jake was growing desperate. The students had searched all the
lockers, and many of the school cabinets. They still hadn't found
Anita. Jake hoped against hope that Anita was still alive somewhere.
But where? If only Jake could get some idea of how she disappeared.
It might lead to a clue about her location.


Jake stood under the Pandanus tree in a huge container in the
lobby of the principal's office. Jake thought long and hard about
her disappearance. It was as if she were snatched from their midst
at the gym, and taken somewhere. But how?


Suddenly Jake had a mental image of how the crime was done. He
ran out into the hall, and called to Andrew for help.


"Where can we get a crowbar?" he shouted down the long
corridor.


The resourceful Andrew wasted no time. He took Jake to a storage
room, and provided themselves with a huge metal crowbar and chisel.
Jake led the two of them out to the football locker rooms. Through
there, they used Andrew's pass keys to get into Coach Carver's
office. Jake ran over to Carver's large trophy cabinet, whose
folding doors were closed and locked. Jake inserted the crowbar
under the edge of the door, while Andrew carefully positioned
the chisel. After a few moments, the two men had sprung the lock
of the cabinet, and opened the doors. There was the tiny Anita
Wilson, lying on one of the shelves.


Jake felt for her pulse. She was still alive. Faint breathing
sounds came from the unconscious woman. Andrew stood guard, while
Jake ran to get medical and police help.


Within fifteen minutes, an ambulance had arrived. The medics carefully
stretched out the unconscious woman on a couch, and began to revive
her.







Pete Sanders was kneeling down by Anita Wilson's couch, holding
her hand as if his life depended on it.


"Anita!" he told her, "I would have died if anything
had happened to you."


"Why, Pete," Anita said weakly, but happily.


"I never had the courage to say anything to you," Pete
went on emotionally. "But when I saw you lying there, I had
to tell you. I love you. I want to marry you. Could you possibly
care for me?"


"Of course, Pete," Anita said gently. "I was afraid
you'd never ask."


"You were? That's wonderful!" Pete exclaimed, showering
Anita's face and hands with kisses.


"Then you don't care anything for that Hollywood lounge lizard
Black," Pete said happily. "I thought maybe you were
in love with him."


"Of course not, Pete!" Anita said. "I've never
loved anyone but you."


Pete kissed her again.


Jake had never heard himself called a lounge lizard before. He
had a sudden image of himself, his hair covered with brilliantine,
doing the tango with rich women for money. He laughed and groaned.
But he at last understood why Pete had been so antagonistic to
him, and why Pete kept looking at Anita.







Jake was explaining to the police, and to many of the faculty
and students.


"Anita Wilson needed to adjust her costume. She went into
the storeroom, and behind the screen, for privacy. While there,
two men came in and began what they thought was a private conversation
about the events at the school. It revealed their involvement
with Dr. Washington's attempted murder. Anita was trapped behind
the screen, afraid to move or even breathe. One of the men accidentally
bumped the screen over, and her presence was revealed to the two
men. They planned to kill her. First she would be slugged, and
carried unconscious out of the gym. Then, later that night, an
auto accident would be arranged for her. The two men were Chalmers
and Carver."


"How did they get her out of the gym?" Greg wanted to
know.


"Carver removed most of the padding from his scarecrow costume,
especially the padding on his back. He then took off the shirt
of the costume. They draped the unconscious Miss Wilson down Carver's
back, and put her arms around his neck, fastening them together
in front of his neck with the handcuffs from Chalmers' police
uniform. Carver then put the costume's shirt back on him, minus
the much of the padding. He was a huge guy, and the petite Miss
Wilson easily fit into the back of the costume. Her snug leotard
would not cause any bulges, either. Carver then simply walked
out through the gym, and out into the school, where he locked
the still unconscious Anita into his trophy case. He then came
back into the gym, went into the store room, closed the door,
and put the padding back into his costume's back. He then left
the store room, and went into the gym. Chalmers never left the
gym at all."


"Anita Wilson heard enough of the men's conversation to learn
that Carver was the attacker of Dr. Washington. Chalmers was only
his accomplice in trying to cover up the crime. Both men were
clearly involved in running this school as a KKK front. Dr. Washington
walked in on Carver the night of his disappearance, while Carver
was conducting a KKK meeting in the basement. He was captured
and nearly killed by Carver with an axe, in the basement room
with the bloodstains."


Word began to pass rapidly through the teachers and students at
the school, that Chalmers and Carver were the killers behind the
school's terrible events. The police had been guarding all doors
of the school since they had been summoned after Anita Wilson's
disappearance, and were sure that the two killers had not left
the school building. But where they were within the huge structure,
nobody yet knew.







Paul was cornered in the second floor gymnastics room by Carver
and Chalmers. He suddenly snatched up one of the fencing swords.
So, after a pause, did the two men. Carver suddenly lunged out
at Paul with his sword. Paul parried him, and a fight was joined.
Chalmers also tried to attack Paul, but he was not as skillful
as the trained fencer Carver. Paul was valiant in trying to duel
with the two men. But he was soon retreating down a corridor,
the two men battling him all the time. Paul was not worried about
the retreat - it was bringing him closer all the time to the front
of the school, where he might be able to get help. The fight with
the two men was desperate, and was using every ounce of skill
that Paul possessed.


There was a noise behind Paul. Running down the corridor at full
speed towards the fighting men was Greg. He had his Lancer's curved
sword drawn from its scabbard, and with a final leap he thrust
himself into the fight. Paul had never felt so glad to see anyone.
Greg and Paul were now battling side by side against Carver and
Chalmers. Greg was going full tilt after Carver, the more skillful
of the two swordsmen, while Paul was concentrating on Chalmers.
Carver was a formidable opponent. The fight had now reached the
central staircase of the school. The battling duos were on the
huge second floor landing, overlooking the school's lobby.


Carver and Greg were fighting so fiercely that one could hardly
see the motion of their swords. Greg lunged into Carver, and ripped
open his shirt. It was just a surface cut, but red began to ooze
out onto the killer's shirt. An icy look of hatred appeared on
Carver's face. "You are going to die" he told Greg.
Greg tried to remember the counsel of his trainers, and to avoid
losing his cool. Greg redoubled his efforts against the killer.
Suddenly he saw a momentary opening. With a difficult lunge, Greg
stabbed Carver in his side. With a look of surprise and hatred,
Carver dropped his sword, and collapsed against the wall of the
school.


Greg turned to Paul. With a final effort, Paul parried Chalmers'
thrust, and knocked the sword out of Chalmers' hand. Paul rushed
in to pin the now weaponless Chalmers against the wall.


By this time, a crowd of students had been watching the fight
from below. They rushed up to help Greg and Paul subdue the two
men. The police were now on the scene, as well, and they soon
had Carver and Chalmers in handcuffs. Carver had a wound on his
left side, but it was clear that he would live and recover. He
was snarling at the police, Greg and Paul. Greg and Paul stood
in the center of a crowd of students and teachers, in the school
lobby. Both men were catching their breath, drawing in huge gulps
of air.


Olga Petrovsky had captured the entire last part of the fight
on film.







There was a big award ceremony, with the Mayor giving thanks to
the school members that resisted the criminal elements. Jake,
Benjamin Cohen and Greg had stood fast, and insisted that Andrew
Newton and Dr. Hiram Washington be honored there. The Mayor had
originally not liked this, but since one of the Mayor's main motives
was to get his picture in the newspaper with movie star Greg,
eventually the Mayor was right there, beaming smiles on Andrew,
Dr. Washington, Greg, Jake, Cohen, Anita Wilson, Olga Petrovsky,
Paul Rozier and the rest. Jake spoke for all of them when he said,
"The time to stand up to hatred is now."


Dr. Washington eventually made a full recovery. He became a noted
crusader against the Klan. For his first sermon after his near
miraculous recovery, he preached to an overflowing crowd at the
First Baptist Church, on the text taken from Job 14,7: "There
is hope of a tree, if it be cut down, that it will sprout again,
and that the tender branches thereof will not cease".







Greg had his familiar brush cut again, and had started wearing
his glamorous Hollywood suits. He now looked like everyone's image
of movie star Gregor von Hoffmansthal. He even wore his shoes
with the steel plates, so he could make a loud click when he bowed
and snapped his heels together.


Greg did every thing he could to cheer up the terrified student
body, and restore some sense of normalcy and even joy to the school.
Greg kept his promise to sing and play the piano at the school
dance, that Friday night. He showed up in full white tie and tails,
an outfit in which he looked particularly movie starish and charismatic.
Soon he was pounding away, belting out the "Beer Barrel Polka",
"Yes! We Have No Bananas", "Funiculi, Funicula"
and "Alexander's Ragtime Band" while the students danced
and the other teachers chaperoned.


For the first time in his life, the shy Paul was a big hit at
the dance. After being ignored by everyone through his school
days, Paul was now a celebrity after helping to catch the killer.
All the girls wanted to dance with him, and all the boys wanted
to talk with him, and get the inside story.







Over twenty-five people in Milwaukee were sent to prison over
the KKK crimes, including stiff sentences for attempted murder
for Chalmers and Carver. Dr. Keating was exonerated from all involvement
in the crimes, with Jake's help. But he lost his job as principal
for not preventing Chalmers from turning the school into a KKK
front. After the scandal died down, Keating was put in charge
of a city wide program to improve math and science education in
the Milwaukee schools, and he made a major contribution to education
in that city.


Jake used some of his Hollywood earnings to set up a scholarship
program for Lincoln students. Greg contributed to the fund, too.
Jake introduced Olga Petrovsky to newspaper photographer Sophie
Chadwick, the hard charging, talented photographer of the Los
Angeles Daily Watch. Jake had met Sophie Chadwick during the Peter
Ponson murder case that Jake had solved. After graduating high
school, Olga Petrovsky got a job with the Daily Watch, working
as Sophie Chadwick's associate. 
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Hell's Hacks



A Jacob Black "Impossible Crime" Mystery


By Michael E. Grost


Los Angeles, November 1924. Night after night cold rains swept
through the city. Huge fog banks drifted in from the Pacific,
making it impossible to see more that a hundred yards in the city.


Slats Buchinsky was meeting with his men, in a cheap dive he owned.
Buchinsky owned a lot of things, most of them illegal. The most
feared mobster in the city, he ruled with machine guns and intimidation.
A sociopathic personality, Buchinsky had killed a long line of
victims on his route to the top, but the police had never been
able to bring his crimes home to him. Now Buchinsky was attempting
to take over the taxicabs of the city. Small, independent cab
companies found their headquarters wrecked. Roving gangs of thugs
would attack their cabs, and beat up their drivers. Most of the
independent taxi drivers in the city went armed with wrenches
or lead pipes, prepared for the worst.


Buchinsky was plotting out with his lieutenants a new line of
intimidation. He was about to launch into the night a special
gang of hoods, to attack the city's drivers.


The red cab of death was set to roll out into the fog.







Biff Callaway was waiting for a fare. His taxi was parked outside
a deserted warehouse in a lonely part of town. As far as he could
see in the fog, no one was around. He stared into the distance.
All of a sudden, bright red lights shone out of the fog. They
were the headlamps of a car. Biff could see the car plainly -
its front and sides were lit up by red lights, but he couldn't
see anyone in the car. In fact, it looked as if the car had no
driver. There were just faint black shadows within the car. All
of a sudden, grinning white skeletons appeared in the car. Their
skulls were shining, with a bright white glow. There were four
of them, including a skeleton driver. They had cabby's uniformed
caps on their heads, gleaming white caps with red visors. The shiny
red car with the bright red lights pulled up right in front of
Biff's taxi, blocking its way. Biff got a good look at its license
plate number, before the car's lights were doused: it was a California
plate, number 'FEAR'. Soft white light now emitted from the car. 
The skeletons poured out of the car, their
bones barely visible in the dim white light through the dark fog. Their caps gleamed with the
words "Hell Cab" in flaming red letters. The skeleton
cabbies carried huge white clubs, covered with spikes.
They moved towards Biff. He whipped out the lead pipe he was carrying
and advanced on the men. This seemed to scare them. But they moved
towards his cab, and began wrecking it, smashing the windows with
their clubs. There was little Biff could do against four men.
They then piled into their cab, and took off, red lights blazing
in the fog.







The next day, the city editor of the newspaper, the LA Daily Watch,
was sitting in his office when the phone rang. A gruff voice told
him "The red cab of death will ride tonight!" Then the
voice hung up.


The skeletons appeared to another lonely cabby that night, parked
across from a warehouse. Once again, they emerged from a seemingly
empty red cab. One of them tipped his cabby's cap,
revealing his bare grinning white skull. The crowd of skeletons 
attacked the helpless cabby's car.


The red cab appeared repeatedly over the next few days, always
to isolated cab drivers. No one had ever seen the cab leave its
home base, or return to its origin. It would suddenly appear in
the middle of a foggy street, its red headlights blazing. Then
it would disappear into the fog after its dirty work had been
accomplished. The appearance and disappearances were often quite
sudden. There were few people on any of these streets: the red
cab mainly appeared at night, in the downtown business district,
after most workers had gone home.


The "skeletons" were obviously men in Buchinsky's gang, 
wearing body-and-head covering skeleton suits. 
The suits would be black, painted with white skeleton bones. 
A shiny white skull mask would cover the head. 
A reporter from the Daily Watch interviewed the cabbies 
who had seen the skeletons. The cabbies uniformly described 
the skeletons as eerie and unnerving. 


The skeletons likely had black hoods with eye slits they could 
lower over their costumes, making them invisible while driving the red cab. 
Removing the hoods would make the skeletons appear suddenly in the car, a creepy effect. 
Simultaneously, a light inside the car would be switched on, highlighting the shiny skulls.







Jacob "Jake" Black read the article about the red cab
which appeared in next morning's newspaper. Jake was a screenwriter
at Mammoth-Art Studio in Hollywood. A gentle, mild-mannered intellectual
of around thirty, Jake was dressed in a well cut set of tweeds
that made him look like a young professor. Jake's brain power
had helped him solve a series of baffling murder cases, in collaboration
with his friend, Lt. Moe Apfelbaum of the LA Homicide squad. Many
of Jake's cases had been set among movie people, and involved
puzzling events that required Jake to use his reasoning powers
to their fullest. Jake had never been near a brutal mob case like
the red cab, however.







The next morning Biff called up his older brother, Harry.


Harry Callaway was the leading publicity photographer for Mammoth-Art
Studio, the studio which employed Jake. Harry was 28, but he looked
like a college student, with an innocent, naive look.


Harry would do anything, ANYTHING, to generate publicity for a
Mammoth-Art movie. He had a baroque imagination, and few inhibitions.
Moe had tangled with Harry during the episode in which Harry had
set up a fake jewel robbery at a night club, during the evening
show. The star of Mammoth-Art's latest crime film courageously
fought with and defeated the fake crooks, who fled in terror,
while Harry happened coincidentally to be on hand with his camera,
taking pictures of everything. The LA police got finger prints
of the "crooks" off the jewelry that the star so heroically
recovered, and proved the three men were Mammoth-Art character
actors, sent into action by Harry.


Harry had mended fences with the police by mounting, for free,
the publicity campaign for last year's Police Benefit for Police
Widows and Orphans. The sight of the Police Commissioner and the
top LAPD brass riding a herd of elephants past City Hall made
newsreels from coast to coast. It also helped pack them into the
benefit.


Harry had set his two younger brothers, Biff and Seamus, up in
a taxicab company in LA. Harry often impersonated a taxicab driver
himself, to take candid publicity pictures for the Studio. Harry
was talking with Jake's friend, Lt. Moe Apfelbaum of the LA Homicide
Squad, about the attack on his brother Biff. Harry was explaining
to the Lieutenant how his taxi driver role could be used to help
nail the red cab.


Harry was wearing a cabman's uniform. A neat looking black leather
uniform jacket, full of zippered pockets and fastened with a heavy
leather belt in front, was worn with a white dress shirt, a shiny
black leather bow tie, and black trousers with a red stripe down
their side. A high peaked white uniform cap with a shiny black
vinyl visor completed the outfit. Harry looked as well polished
as his black uniform shoes. It was not the outfit of any real
life Los Angeles cab company. Instead, the spiffy uniform had
been whipped up for him a year ago by Mammoth-Art Studio's costume
department. Both the shiny silver badge on the front of the cap,
and the matching badge on the front of the leather jacket, proclaimed
Harry to be driver Number 7 of his cab company. The elaborate
badges looked very official, like those of a policeman. Harry
had a miniature camera concealed by the badge on his uniform jacket.
He could make pictures by squeezing a small bulb in his pocket,
without anyone knowing.


"You'd be surprised the pictures you can get as a cabby,"
Harry said. "You can follow stars anywhere, taking them out
to locations, or going right into their hotels or homes. Everyone
just accepts you, and no one pays any attention to you. Plus,
people like to talk to cabbies. You'd be amazed the tips on publicity
stories you can pick up."


"What if people ask for identification?" Moe queried.


Harry whipped out a leather wallet. It had complete credentials,
showing Harry's picture. "I've got a hack's license with
the city. It's not hard, if you can pass the driver's test."
Harry's cab company was listed as the "Speedy Elite Taxicab
Co." of Los Angeles, and confirmed that he was their driver
#7. Actually, the Speedy Elite company was wholly owned by Harry,
and he was their only driver. The wallet also contained another
silver badge, matching those on Harry's cap and leather uniform
jacket. Harry also carried a fake newspaper clipping, with his
picture in his cab driver's uniform, that told how Harry had rushed
a pregnant woman to the hospital just in time to give birth. "Showing
a clipping like this to people adds verisimilitude," Harry
explained. The article said that Harry had been driving a cab
for three years, and included praise for Harry from his (fictitious)
boss at the Speedy Elite company. "One of Harry's best traits,"
his alleged boss went on, "is that you can tell him anything,
and he never repeats it. That's one reason why his passengers
like to confide in him. Harry's just a really good listener. People
always feel better after talking to him, and telling him what's
on their mind." "I grew up with Harry," an equally
fictitious Police Sergeant Michael O'Hara was quoted in the article,
"and I'd trust him with my life. He's a good guy."


"Driving a cab every day as I do," Harry was quoted
in the article, "you get to meet all kinds of people. I guess
I just like to help people," Harry continued modestly. "Driving
a pregnant woman to a hospital is just the sort of thing a cabby
does every day." Harry had numerous copies of the fake article,
and he always carried a fresh one folded up in the zippered chest
pocket of his leather uniform jacket, ready to whip it out and
show to new customers in his cab. After they'd read it at the
start of a long ride, he'd thrust it back into his jacket, zipping
up the pocket with a jaunty gesture.


Moe felt thankful that Harry was honest and not a crook - all
Harry wanted to do was snap pictures and get publicity shots.
Harry clearly had the makings of a first rate con man, and would
have been a major thorn in the Los Angeles Police's side, had
he chosen a life of crime.


Somehow, despite everything that Moe knew about Harry, he felt
like trusting the kid. Harry just looked honest. He also felt
an urge to protect Harry, and keep him out of trouble. Moe knew
these feelings were absurd - Harry could probably handle an earthquake
or a volcano. But there was something about Harry's personality
that triggered them.







Harry Callaway pushed his way into Slats Buchinsky's ostentatious
office. Every thing in it reeked of vulgar display. A pair of
priceless Chinese vases had had holes drilled into them, and converted
into lamps. Buchinsky was dressed like a City Hall alderman, in
a formal cutaway and striped trousers. Even in his expensive clothes,
Buchinsky still looked like a toad, Harry thought. "There's
something about all the mobsters I've met," Harry thought,
"They're all ugly as sin."


Buchinsky was talking with a city machine politician. "My
wife and I were entertaining foreign aristocratic guests last
night at the club," the politician was saying, but broke
off at the sight of Harry in his cabman's uniform.


"We didn't order a cab," the politico said with a dismissive
gesture.


"Your red cab of death attacked my brother last night!"
Harry said, poking a finger in Buchinsky's chest. "I wanted
you to know you can't get away with that." Harry poked Buchinsky
again, and called him a name not used in mixed company.


Buchinsky looked like he was going to explode with rage, but stopped
at a signal from the politician. "Just because your brother
got drunk and indulged in his superstitious fantasies about skeletons,"
the smooth politico said with a smirk, "you think you can
make slanderous remarks about Mr. Buchinsky here. The courts will
not take kindly to the fantasies of a drunken Irishman."


All of a sudden Harry understood something. He went over and looked
the politician in the eye. "That's the purpose behind this
skeleton idea! You all think that a bizarre scheme like that would
give this killer protection in court." The politician had
gone white, and Harry guessed his shot had hit home. "Listen
bub, when the police prove who's doing this, you're not going
to have any of your snobby friends left at the country club."


Buchinsky had been frantically pushing a button on his desk all
this time. Two giant men who looked like gorillas came in. The
two, who were dressed in cutaways like Buchinsky's, picked up
the slender Harry and carried him out the door.


"Come down to my cab stand in front of the Hospitality Hotel
tonight," Harry yelled from the doorway, "and I'll show
you what you can do with your cab of death!"







"We could make you a fellow cabby," Harry said to Jake.
"It might be more convincing if there were two of us."
Harry wanted Jake's detective abilities devoted to the red cab
case.


Jake reported to the address Harry had given him. Harry had prepared
everything with his usual thoroughness. There was a cabman's uniform
nearly identical to Harry's, black leather uniform jacket, cap,
and matching black leather bow tie. Jake's driver id was 9, and
number 9 was featured prominently on the badge on his uniform
jacket, and on the matching badge over the visor of his high peaked cap. 
Jake also had a license with his picture on it, saying he worked for the "Speedy
Elite Cab Company." Harry pointed out that this now made
him Jake's boss.


Harry also had a fake newspaper article for Jake. It told how
Jake had once helped the police foil a robbery while driving his
cab. Jake had subdued the robbers with jujitsu, which he had learned
as a sailor in the Orient. Everyone at the cab company knew Jake
as "Killer" Black. The photo in the article showed Jake
in his cabman's uniform. It also featured the giant fake scar
on his cheek that Harry had had Jake wear during the photo session
the day before. Jake did in fact look like a monstrous thug with
the scar. The fictitious boss of the Speedy Elite Cab Company
said in the article, "Passengers really feel safe with a
man like Killer Black driving them. Even the toughest gangsters
would think twice about tangling with Killer."


"You know jujitsu, of course," Harry said. "Lt.
Apfelbaum had you take a course in it."


"But that was for self protection," Jake said. "I've
never actually had to use it, let alone beaten up a gang of robbers
with it."


"There's always a first time," Harry said brightly.


The imaginary Police Sergeant Michael O'Hara made a return appearance
with a quote in Jake's article too. "Growing up on the docks
like Killer Black, you have to be tough. Killer's a great guy.
There isn't anyone I'd want on my side during a fight more that
Killer. And not many men would turn into the police a wallet with
a thousand dollars left in their cab, the way Killer did."
There was also a quote from Killer himself. "When I saw that
gang of thugs trying to rob and beat up that old woman,"
Killer said, "I just saw red. The next thing I knew, I was
pounding the crap out of all those hoods. Any man who'd raise
his hand to a woman is a swine."


Before the photos were taken, the make-up department at Mammoth-Art
had cropped Jake's hair close to his head, and dyed what was left
of it blond. It really made Jake look like a roughneck.


"I always thought you had a fierce quality, Jake" Harry
said. "We're just bringing it out."


Jake noticed that his uniform was a lot "tougher" looking
than Harry's. It was designed to make him look like a brutal thug.


Jake's bow tie was much narrower, long and straight, while Harry's
was wide and elegant. Harry's tie looked like something a frat
boy would wear with his tux, while Jake's was shaped like a guard
at a prison or asylum might wear with his uniform. The collar
points on his dress shirt were longer and flatter than Harry's.
Jake's white dress shirt was made of a tougher, heavier looking
material than Harry's. Jake's collar was cut a little tighter,
to make his neck look as if it were bulging with muscles, and
straining against his collar. The leather of both jackets was
jet black, but Harry's had a shinier glaze on his. Jake's was
more coarse grained, and had a much stronger leather smell than
Harry's.


Harry also snapped in two plates into Jake's mouth. One covered
his lower teeth, the other his upper. "These will make you
look tougher" Harry said cheerfully. The bridges were actually
quite comfortable. They did not hurt at all to wear. Their visual
appearance was another matter.


The plates had a horrifying effect. Jake stood in front of a mirror
and opened his mouth, and reacted in terror. Huge jutting teeth
poked out of all corners of his mouth, bigger than any ordinary
human's. They looked razor sharp. Jake looked like some ferocious
carnivorous animal, waiting to pounce on its prey.


"They're there to give you that fierce look," Harry
said casually.


"Holy moly!" Jake said. "They look like something
out of a Lon Chaney movie. I can't wear these, they'll give people
nightmares." Jake had just seen the horror star Lon Chaney,
famous for his sinister make-up jobs, in one of his scariest roles,
The Phantom of the Opera. Chaney did all of his own make-up
and horrifying disguises, and was known as "The Man of a
Thousand Faces".


"Well, actually, Jake," Harry began, "Lon owed
me. I'd helped him out with the publicity campaign for The
Hunchback of Notre Dame. So I asked him to design something
really scary for you."


"You mean Lon Chaney designed these?" Jake asked.


"Sure," Harry said. "He made them a combination
of the teeth of the wolf, the tiger and hyena. Lon's theory is
that evoking man's ancient enemies, the animals that used to kill
and eat him, will arouse primitive, uncontrollable fears in everyone
who sees you. It seems to be working," Harry said with satisfaction.
"They don't call you Killer Black for nothing."


"I've never done an undercover role before," Jake said.
"I don't know if I have the acting skills to pull it off."


"Don't worry," Harry said. "I plan to send you
reinforcements. Just leave everything to papa."







Killer Black was hanging around the cab stand where the red cab
had last appeared, scanning the large crowds which thronged the
business district during the day. Jake was trying to keep his
mouth shut. He'd make the mistake earlier that day of grinning
at a joke told by a big, tough looking Marine. The Marine had
taken one look at Jake's monster teeth and fainted.


"Faith and begorra, if it isn't my old friend Killer,"
a loud voice said, with a rich Irish brogue. A huge hand reached
out, and slapped Jake on his back. Jake turned around. There was
a tall, well built Irishman, wearing a policeman's uniform. The
officer was carrying a large nightstick at a jaunty angle. His
black uniform had large silver chevrons on its sleeves, making
it obvious that he was a police Sergeant. The officer was smiling,
a wide grin that lit up the area like a Christmas tree or a Fourth
of July fireworks display. The Sergeant seemed radiantly happy,
and in a terrific mood. One had to admit that the Sergeant was
a handsome man. He was tall, exceptionally good looking, and built
like a brick.


Jake bent forward, and read the silver letters engraved on the
officer's jet black name tag. They said "Sgt. O'Hara".


"Killer was always one of my best buddies," Sgt. O'Hara
said. "I always hoped he'd marry my kid sister Kathleen"
he said with enthusiasm. O'Hara's voice had a beautiful musical
lilt, that would please anyone nostalgic for the Emerald Isle.


"Killer" the Sergeant went on, "aren't you going
to introduce me to your friends? Mike O'Hara's the name".
O'Hara went around, vigorously shaking the hand of everyone in
the street. If possible, his smile got even bigger, as he shook
hands and met everybody present.


Jake realized that the fictitious Sgt. Michael O'Hara of Harry's
fake newspaper articles had somehow come to life. He was awestruck,
and wondered what was coming next.


"I've known Killer here ever since he saved my life down
on the waterfront, three years ago last Saint Paddy's day."
Sgt. O'Hara was plainly itching to tell the story to the crowd.
"There I was, surrounded by bootleggers, all aiming to murder
yours truly and drive him to an early grave. When all of a sudden
who do you think up and ran into the fray? Killer here!"
O'Hara pronounced breathlessly. "What a man! I've never seen
such a fighter, not since John L. Sullivan retired from the boxing
ring. Sure, and it was the great John L himself, reborn in Killer
Black here. He jabbed to his left. He thrust to his right,"
O'Hara said, illustrating with boxing gestures. "He mowed
down the bootleggers like a row of ninepins. Soon there was not
a man left standing other than Killer and meself."


Jake was listening to this recital with amazement.


"Ever since then, Killer has been the man I've most wanted
to have by my side in a fight," O'Hara went on gratefully.
"He's never disappointed me."


Everyone else present but Jake looked deeply impressed by the
Sergeant's recital. It was clear that they believed every word
of it.


Jake's detective abilities had not gone to sleep during all this.
The most probable explanation was that Mike O'Hara was a ringer,
created by Harry, and sent in to make Killer's life history of
fisticuffs more believable. The other possibility was that O'Hara
was a real police Sergeant. Jake discounted this idea - he didn't
think a real policeman would lie his head off like this, although
Jake couldn't be certain.


In either case, Jake realized he was stuck. Jake was now trapped
even deeper in the Killer role. O'Hara was working with everyone
else to coerce Jake into his new Killer identity.


"Sure and he's tender with Kathleen," the Sergeant went
on sentimentally. "She just loves the big lug. And why not?
He's the finest man this side of Killarney. If I were a girl,
I'd marry him meself. A man like Black here will make some lucky
girl the finest husband in the world." Mike O'Hara gave Jake
a friendly slap on the back again. "It will be the greatest
day of my life when Black marries me sister Kathleen." O'Hara
stood there, tall and smiling, pride and affection beaming on
his handsome face at Jake.


Jake decided O'Hara was probably harmless. In fact, he seemed
good natured. Like many of Harry Callaway's schemes, this big
friendly cop was outrageous, but not harmful or malicious. Harry
was basically a good guy, although he'd reject that description
if you called him that to his face. Jake also suspected that all
of O'Hara's dialogue was written by Harry - it had the earmarks
of his style. O'Hara resembled an Irish policeman in a musical
comedy - he was not at all like the many real Irish police officers
that Jake had met in real life. Jake decided he should play along
with O'Hara, and see what developed. Harry certainly had further
developments in mind.


"Sure, Mike and me are pals," Jake said. "I can't
wait till me and Kathleen tie the knot, and me and him become
brothers-in-law. Mike's always been like a brother to me anyway."
Jake went over, and put his arm around O'Hara's huge shoulders.
The two men stood side by side.


"Sure thing, Killer!" Mike said with enthusiasm. O'Hara
was much better at his role, than Jake was at his. Jake guessed
that O'Hara was probably a professional actor, probably one of
the dozens of young hopeful players under contract to Mammoth-Art.
Harry had probably sent him out on this assignment, and would
shoot publicity pictures of the actor later in this role, thus
killing two birds with one stone. And the young performers would
give it their all. Publicity was an actor's lifeblood.


Jake made the mistake of smiling at the crowd, opening his mouth
wide in his biggest grin. Everybody sprang back in terror. One
lady screamed. Jake had forgotten about the plates he wore over
his teeth. Jake hastily closed his mouth, and tried to look benevolent.
It was not easy.


O'Hara was working on damage control. The handsome, friendly cop
gave everyone his biggest smile. "Killer here is a good guy.
But I wouldn't want to be in any gangster's shoes who fought him.
It's great that we have men like Killer protecting the weak and
innocent." O'Hara smiled his radiantly reassuring smile at
the crowd. And he winked at the lady who had screamed. Everyone
relaxed and looked happy. It was amazing the cheering effect this
good natured Irishman had on people. They ought to bottle him,
and sell him for a spring tonic, Jake thought.


After the crowd dispersed, one lady lingered behind. She gently
tugged on the sleeve of O'Hara's uniform.


"Officer O'Hara, you seem so nice," she began.


"What can I do for a beautiful lady like yourself?"
O'Hara asked her, with his biggest smile.


"It's that man," she said, pointing to Jake apprehensively.
"Are you really going to let him marry your sister? He looks
so fierce."


"You can be sure that when Killer marries her, that no one
will ever dare lay a hand on me darling Kathleen. Killer would
kill em."


"I can believe that," the lady said.







The Hospitality Hotel was a major fleabag. Most of its denizens
were one step up from Bowery tramps, with a few seedy traveling
salesmen thrown in for good measure. Harry was waiting at the
cab stand out front as the sun went down. He was sure that Buchinsky
would not be able to resist avenging the insults he had given
him. Harry had a broken down old car, purchased for ten dollars
from a junkyard, fixed up as a cab in front of the stand. If Buchinsky's
men wrecked it, it would be no loss.


The police had the whole perimeter surrounding the Hospitality
Hotel under surveillance. All the appearances of the red cab had
been within a three-mile radius of the Hotel, which is why Harry
picked it for his stand. Every street leading to and from the
hotel was watched by police. If the cab passed through any police
surveillance points, it would soon be captured and its skeletal
occupants arrested.


With twilight, the fogs were rolling in. Soon it was so dark that
nothing could be seen beyond a hundred yards. The police knew
that they would not be able to see. But they also planned to stop
any vehicle entering their area, even if it were running without
lights.


The streets were deserted. Everything was deathly quiet. Little
could be seen in the fog. Harry made a tempting target in his
cab, with the bright light from the hotel's doors streaming down
over his cab.


Suddenly, down the road from the hotel, two bright red headlamps
cast their light through the fog.


"How the heck did the red cab get through the police cordon?"
Harry wondered.


The cab looked driverless and empty. All of a sudden, skeletons
appeared in it. They pulled up in front of Harry's car, and got
out, carrying their glowing white clubs.


This was the signal the police had been waiting for. Huge floodlights
on the hotel beamed down, making the street brightly lit. Police
began to stream out of the warehouse across the street. The skeletons
were now plainly revealed as men wearing black body suits with
luminous white skeletons painted on them. Just as Jake had predicted
when he had helped Harry set up this trap. The skeletons fled
back into their cab, and took off into the fog. They doused their
lights, and turned down into one of the many back alleys that
criss-crossed the district. They completely lost the police, unfortunately.


The police kept manning their border points. But it soon became
clear that no vehicles had entered or left the district they had
under observation. Impossible as it seemed, the red cab had appeared
out of nowhere, then vanished back into the fog.


At least, Harry had gotten some good pictures of the red cab and
the men in the skeleton suits, using the concealed camera in the
badge on his uniform jacket. The pictures, which appeared on the
front page of all the LA newspapers the next day, showed the cab
and the skeletons were real, and not the figment of the cabbies'
imagination.


Jake had also had his old pal, newspaper photographer Sophie Chadwick
of the LA Daily Watch, stationed on an upper floor of the Hotel
with her camera. She got several terrific aerial shots of the
cab and skeletons.







The police immediately began a search of all the buildings in
the district, for the missing cab. Several of the buildings turned
out to have financial ties to Buchinsky and his gang, an index
of how deeply Buchinsky had his talons sunk in the city.


Moe said that Killer Black was a witness, and brought him along,
purportedly to see if he recognized anyone in the various buildings.
This gave Jake a chance to see the various suspect areas along
with Moe, without blowing his cover as a cab driver.


Murphy's grocery store was on land leased from Buchinsky, although
Murphy himself had no police record. The irascible Murphy, apparently
woken in the in the middle of the night, was irritable. Murphy
was notorious in the neighborhood for never smiling, and snapping
at any kids who lingered in his store.


There was an areaway leading into Murphy's cellar, and a ramp
leading down to it. Murphy explained that it was used for trucks
making deliveries to his store. The red cab could easily have
entered and left Murphy's cellar by this ramp. However, there
was no sign of the red cab or any other vehicle in Murphy's cellar
tonight. The police even searched through the mountain of coal
in Murphy's coal bin, looking unsuccessfully for any sign of the
cab.


Jake unzipped one of the pockets on his cabby's leather jacket, 
and took out the little notebook he always carried. Jake started 
making notes in shorthand about the search.


An ice plant controlled by Buchinsky was stationed within the
police stakeout region. The main source of ice for the numerous
iceboxes in the central city, its cavernous warehouse-like rooms
could easily hold the red cab. Moe and Jake searched the building
thoroughly. Huge blocks of ice were everywhere in the freezing
plant. To cut down on heat from the lights, colored light bulbs
were used, and red, green and blue lights shown everywhere through
gleaming blocks of ice. It was like some strange fairy kingdom,
like that of the "Woman in the Snow" in the Japanese
folk tale. Moe had several freezer areas unlocked. Each was big
enough to hold a car, but none contained the red cab, just more
ice. Vehicles used to transport the ice were regularly driven
through the building during the day, and the floors were a mass
of tire tracks.


Harry had once met the night watchman of the plant, the only one
there during the evening hours. This was Mr. White, a retired
stage magician. White certainly had the skills to bring off the
magical effects of the skeletons. Jake and Harry both regarded
him with suspicion.







Jake looked down the street and saw a milkman driving his horse-drawn
cart down the street. Both the horse and the milkman looked oddly
familiar to Jake. When they got closer he recognized Mammoth-Art
cowboy actor Tom Wilson as the milkman, and his beloved horse
Pete drawing the cart. Harry Callaway presumably had Wilson undercover,
keeping watch on the streets.


Harry was in charge of all of Wilson's publicity. Before Harry
started, all of Wilson's fans were under ten years old, and Harry
set out to get him some adult audience attention. Harry noticed
how good Tom was with a lasso, and other cowboy rope tricks. Wilson
was really coordinated. Harry had him take dance lessons at the
studio. Soon Tom was a demon on the dance floor. He also got Wilson
a whole new wardrobe. Wilson had only owned one suit, which looked
as if he had bought it from a mail order catalogue in 1907. According
to Harry's publicity, Tom Wilson was the "Tango King of Pasadena".
Tom's picture soon started appearing in newspapers and fan magazines,
doing the tango at charity benefits, dressed in white tie and
tails.


Wilson tipped the cap of his snow-white milkman uniform at Jake.







Two large buildings turned out to straddle the border of the district
in which the police had under surveillance. That means that the
cab could have entered the front of the building, and left by
the rear, escaping the guarded district, without the police seeing
it. The police had mainly guarded roads, not buildings.


A meat plant was on the East side of the police cordon. All of
its West side, and around half of its North and South sides, were
within the police blockade, while the East side was outside of
the cordon. Jake and Moe investigated whether a cab could have
been driven in the West and out the East side of the building,
or whether the cab was still hidden within the structure.


An all weather red carpet stretched out on the sidewalk in front
of the West facade of the meat plant. "We give our customers
the Red Carpet Treatment!" a large banner proclaimed. The
bright red color reminded Jake unpleasantly of the red cab. Could
there be a connection? Jake went through the elegant, but fairly
narrow glass door that led into the meat plant. The door led into
a pleasant office, and was the only door in the brick wall on
this side of the building. There were similar small doors on the
North and South sides of the building. All the big open delivery
areas for the plant were on the East side of the building, away
from the main customer area on the West. Jake didn't see how a
taxicab could ever be squeezed through the tiny doors on the three
sides of the building within the police cordon.


There was a large cellar in the building. A barred door to a freight
elevator, big enough to hold the missing cab, stood against the
far West wall. Moe had the freight elevator unlocked. It was empty,
however. By the time that Jake and Moe searched the butcher shop,
both its main floor and cellar had been hosed down - the shop
was scrubbed clean four times a day, for health reasons. This
would have obliterated any cab tracks.


A witness, Herbert Castle II, the prominent young society lawyer,
had been working late, in his office across from the East side
of the meat plant. His lights were still on in the huge corner
suite of offices he occupied on the top floor of the lavish building.
The twenty-five year old lawyer was still in his business suit,
sitting on the throne-like black leather chair behind his huge
desk.


It turned out that Castle had been watching out his window after
the floodlights came on, a few blocks away. In answer to Moe's
question, Castle was certain that no one came out of the East
side of the meat plant after the flood lights appeared near the
Hospitality Hotel, and before Moe's man had arrived searching
the area.


"The street below is very well lit," Castle continued
with his refined voice. "I was curious about the flood lights
and the noise, and was watching down towards the street below.
I saw the police arrive down below. They were the first pedestrians
or vehicles of any kind in the street. Certainly, no one drove
out of the meat plant."







The Trustworthy Fur warehouse stood at the South edge of the police
cordon. It was owned by Buchinsky, and was a mob front. The organized
crime specialists in the LAPD had long suspected it as being a
center of Buchinsky's money laundering. The lime green warehouse
had huge doors on both its North and South sides. It would have
been easy to drive the red cab through it. There were plenty of
tracks of vehicles, used to unload furs, on the light pink concrete
floor of the building. However, one of Moe's men, Officer Thomas
O'Brien, had been stationed near the North door of the building.
O'Brien swore to Moe than no one had entered or left the fur warehouse
during the long night. Moe's police superiors even asked him if
he believed that O'Brien could have been bribed by Buchinsky.
Moe stood by O'Brien, a young officer who had worked for Moe for
two years. He pointed out that the decision to stage O'Brien by
the building had been made by Moe at the last minute, and that
neither O'Brien nor Buchinsky could have known about O'Brien's
presence at the warehouse before hand. Moe's superiors told him
that O'Brien was suspect number one, anyway.


O'Brien worked on weekends as a singer in various local nightclubs,
when he could get the work. He was also an aspiring actor who
had had some tiny roles in various Hollywood movies. These facts
were thrown in his face when he was interrogated by the police
Internal Affairs Unit.


"The club where you sang six months ago" a tough looking
cop told O'Brien, "has ties to Buchinsky. His mob supplies
all the liquor to the club. You're one of Buchinsky's men."


"That's a lie!" O'Brien said. "I'm just a two-bit
singer. If I were sponsored by Buchinsky, do you think I'd be
singing at the hole in the wall I'm featured now?" O'Brien
was appearing in a tiny Irish bar, where he sang "Mother
Macree" and other ballads to bleary customers. "Everyone
knows who Buchinsky's singers are. They highlight the bills at
the fancy nightclubs Buchinsky runs. Why don't you go after some
of them?"


O'Brien was put on suspension while the investigation continued.


Jake and Moe discussed the case in Moe's office.


"I don't believe O'Brien is guilty, either," Jake told
Moe. "I've known him since the Hansen case, and he's always
seemed like an honest man to me. The problem is, is that there
does not seem to be any other possible explanation of the crime.
If O'Brien is telling the truth, the disappearance of the red
cab seems just plain impossible."







Jake was on a stakeout with Mike O'Hara, in a hotel room across from
the fur warehouse, just before dawn. O'Hara  was still wearing his sleek 
black Police Sergeant's uniform. Although the two men were
alone, O'Hara had kept up his role as the Irish cop. Jake thought
of urging him to drop it, but decided not to. Probably the actor
was under strict orders from Harry to stay in character no matter
what. And Jake knew from experience at the Studio that it was
easier for many actors to remain in their roles, rather than moving
in and out of character.


The cheap hotel room was unheated. It had little beyond a bed, a table 
and two chairs, and an old wardrobe with a warped full-length mirror. 
It soon got very cold. Jake zipped up his cabman's leather jacket, 
and buckled the heavy belt at the jacket's waist. It fitted tightly, 
and suddenly made Jake look as if he had no waist and was all 
broad shoulders and chest. Jake also turned up 
the jacket's huge, wide collar, fastening it in front. Jake got a glimpse of 
himself in the wardrobe's mirror. The black leather jacket made him look 
impossibly broad-shouldered and bull-necked. Jake really looked like a 
Tough Guy.


There wasn't much to do in the hotel room. Jake had his notebook,
and was busy working on his latest film script. But poor O'Hara
looked bored. O'Hara soon got out a book, and started reading it.
Jake snuck a peek at the title. It was the Oresteia, by
Aeschylus, in English translation. Jake wondered if O'Hara were
appearing on stage in it, somewhere.


"Pretty good reading, for a tough lug like us," Jake
told him. O'Hara ignored him.


Jake had an idea. He asked O'Hara to twirl his nightstick.


"What?" O'Hara looked embarrassed.


"You know," said, "twirl your nightstick like a
cop patrolling a beat."


"Sure, and I've never done that," a red faced O'Hara said.


"What," Jake exclaimed, "surely all you Police
Sergeants can twirl your truncheons."


O'Hara mumbled something.


"Could you please hand me your nightstick?" Jake asked
politely.


O'Hara looked dubious. "It's nothing for a civilian to be
handling, my boy," he said in his rich brogue.


"If I can marry your sister," Jake said with a grin,
"I can handle your nightstick."


O'Hara reluctantly handed it over. It was long, jet black, and
heavy, with a leather strap at the handle. Jake stood up, hefted
it back and forth between his hands for a bit, then took a firm
grip on it by the strap. Jake started twirling it, slowly at first,
then faster and faster. Jake took O'Hara's uniform cap, which
had been sitting on a table, and placed it on his head at a jaunty
angle, twirling the nightstick all the while. Jake looked just
like a friendly neighborhood cop patrolling his beat. Jake began
to whistle "When Irish Eyes are Smiling."


O'Hara kept his eyes glued to Jake.


Jake started executing fancy moves with the whirling nightstick.
He passed it under his legs, and behind his back. He pushed up
his uniform cap with a big grin, and twirled the nightstick even
faster. Soon he executed a dazzling series of precision moves,
then slid the nightstick in the belt of his cabman's jacket.


"Holy cow!" O'Hara said, without any trace of his Irish
accent. "How'd you ever learn how to do that?"


"I learned for a case around a year ago," Jake said.
"I was trained by old Heinrich at the Studio. You should
try to take a class from him sometime. You've probably never been
near a film studio," Jake said dryly. "It's a big place
where we make movies. You'd like it."


O'Hara was struggling to get back into character. "Killer,
me pal, that was a fine bit o' twirling."


"You could do it too," Jake said friendlily. "Here,
hold the stick like this." Jake showed O'Hara the correct
grip. Soon, O'Hara was executing a basic twirl of the nightstick.
Jake showed O'Hara how to walk around, without losing control
of the stick. Next, he showed O'Hara how to pull the stick out
with a graceful gesture from his policeman's belt, and how to
return the nightstick to the belt when he was done. O'Hara was
grinning with delight. They also worked on speed control of the
nightstick.


The stakeout revealed nothing. After dawn, when Jake and O'Hara
were walking down the street, O'Hara was twirling his nightstick.
He looked every inch a policeman. He began whistling "When
Irish Eyes are Smiling." He looked over to Jake with a big
grin.


"Top of the morning to you, Mr. Murphy," O'Hara said
as they passed Murphy's grocery store. Murphy tipped his hat to
the big handsome Irish cop. O'Hara just kept twirling his nightstick,
with a steady rhythm. "Sure, and how are Mrs. Murphy, and
all the little ones?" he asked, with his friendly smile.
To Jake's surprise, the sourball Mr. Murphy began to smile.


"Mike, me lad," Jake told him, "You're a fine figure
of an officer of the law."







Jake and O'Hara ran into Harry, talking on the street to Tom Wilson,
seated on his milk truck. They had just said hello when an ominous
voice behind them said "What have we here?"


It was Slats Buchinsky, with three of his men.


One of Slats' henchmen pulled a large tommy gun out from under
his elegant gray chesterfield coat. He trained it on Harry, Jake,
O'Hara and Tom. Slats quickly herded the group down a maze of
alleys, into a large courtyard surrounded by a high fence. No
one could see them within the deserted courtyard. Jake feared
the worst.


"Here's what I think of you, copper." Buchinsky took
a large gun out of his cutaway coat. He shot O'Hara three times
in the chest at point blank range. O'Hara collapsed to the ground,
face down. He looked dead.


Jake, Tom and Harry stood there horrified, but helpless.


A smiling Buchinsky put the gun back in his pocket. He took the
tommy gun that his man had, and aimed it at Jake.


"I heard your pal here call you Killer," he said with
a sneer. "Bet you think you're pretty tough. We'll see how
tough you are."


If there was one thing that Jake hated it was a bully.


Slats was right in front of Jake. He began chewing Jake out, yelling
in his face. Slats shoved his face right up against Jake's like
a sadistic drill sergeant chewing out a new recruit. This was
the moment Jake had been waiting for. Jake opened his mouth, and
roared like a lion at the top of his lungs. The sound echoed like
a shot in the courtyard. For the first time in Slats' presence,
Jake opened his mouth, as wide as he could. Jake displayed his
monstrous set of fangs. Jake's nightmarish, razor sharp teeth
were less than a half an inch from Slats' eyeball.


Slats screamed in terror, and dropped his tommy gun. Jake grabbed
Slats, and applied pressure to his neck right where his jujitsu
instructor had taught him. Slats went unconscious, and crumbled
to the ground. Harry had rushed over, and picked up Slats' tommy
gun. He was covering Slats' men, who also had been terrified by
Jake's fangs. Tom Wilson got rope out of his milk wagon, and tied
up Slats' men with tighter knots than they had ever thought possible.
They looked like a bunch of hog-tied steers.


Jake looked down at the fallen Slats. He was amazed that his jujitsu
hold had really worked. Mr. Mizoguchi really knows his stuff,
Jake thought of his elderly instructor.


Harry had had O'Hara wear a bullet-proof vest under his police
uniform. It had saved O'Hara's life. The force of the bullets
had knocked O'Hara out, however, and cracked two of his ribs.







Harry had gotten excellent pictures of the whole confrontation
with his hidden camera. The shots of Slats' attempt to murder
O'Hara appeared on the front pages of newspapers throughout the
continent the next day. Slats and his men all received twenty
years in prison for attempted murder. Harry also had a great shot
of Jake baring his fangs at Slats. Later, Harry arranged for a
publicity photograph of Lon Chaney and Jake side by side. Chaney
was in full make-up for London After Midnight, and the
caption of the picture asked, "Which Man is Scarier?"







Buchinsky wasn't talking. He would admit nothing and explained
nothing, even though he'd been caught red-handed on film trying
to kill O'Hara. The cloud of suspicion over O'Brien remained.


Jake left the Studio commissary after a large breakfast of fruit
the next morning. The hallway featured photos of Mammoth-Art stars,
including his friend Greg, dashing in white tie and tails. Jake
missed Greg, who was shooting a film on location in San Francisco.
But he knew that if the author tried to include every continuing
character in the series, that he would never bring this story
in at 9,000 words. With a sigh, Jake left the building, and went
and sat under a Rain Tree, a beautiful Samanea saman covered
with big pink balls of flowers. Jake always did his best thinking
under a tree. On this sunny day, the leaflets of the tree were
open. But Jake knew that when it rained, the leaflets folded up,
and let the rain pass through the tree to the ground. They were
just like a hinged set of doors. Jake had just seen a comedy two-reeler
featuring his studio friend "Seltzer" Floyd. Seltzer
had been chased by around 200 cops. He'd turned a corner, and
jumped on top of a sidewalk elevator just as its folding doors
were opening. The elevator, and Seltzer, had disappeared down
into the sidewalk, and its folding doors had clanged shut, just
like the leaves of the Rain Tree. The cops had poured all over
the sidewalk, and were right on top of the elevator doors in the
sidewalk, completely clueless to where Seltzer had gone. Jake
laughed and laughed. Suddenly Jake got an idea...


Jake and Harry were standing with Lt. Moe Apfelbaum in front of
the meat plant, together with a Mammoth-Art newsreel crew. Moe
had brought a suddenly hopeful Thomas O'Brien along, even though
he was on suspension. Moe had insisted that O'Brien wear his full
police uniform, despite the suspension. While Harry got his camera
crew ready, Moe had O'Brien move over to one edge of the long
red carpet covering the sidewalk in front of the building. At
a signal from Harry, O'Brien began rolling up the carpet revealing
the bare cement sidewalk underneath it. Just a few feet from the
corner, metal plates started appearing in the sidewalk instead.
Soon, the metal doors of a giant sidewalk elevator were revealed.
The doors had been completely covered by the red carpet. The elevator
was huge. It could easily have carried a car, such as the red
cab of death. To demonstrate for Harry's camera, O'Brien drove
a shiny LAPD police car right over the elevator doors.


"The elevator in the basement led outside, to the sidewalk,"
Jake said. "This is common in urban industrial buildings.
The sidewalk entrance to the elevator was covered by the red carpet.
All anybody had to do was roll back the carpet, drive the cab
into the elevator from the cellar, then raise it to the sidewalk.
Then Buchinsky's henchmen would send the elevator back down, and
cover its folding doors up with the carpet again. This is how
the cab emerged from seemingly nowhere into the city."


"After the attack on Harry at the Hospitality Hotel,"
Jake continued, "the cab was driven back into the cellar,
through the sidewalk elevator. The red carpet was rolled back
on top of the elevator doors."


"But how did the cab get out of the cellar?" Harry asked.
"It wasn't there when you searched later, and Herbert Castle
swore it hadn't left by the East doors."


"He sure did," Jake said. "But he must have been
lying. I wonder if he and Buchinsky are allied. Castle has made
huge amounts of money, for such a young man. And Buchinsky has
made a lot of contacts all over the city's government and business,
for a street mobster. The two could have been working together
and sharing profits. The idea of getting legal protection though
the skeleton gag could also have been Castle's. A legal idea like
that might have occurred to a lawyer."


Investigation by the LAPD confirmed the truth of the statements.
Castle was eventually indicted on income tax fraud, the only charges
against him that could be documented.


"Also," Moe later told Jake, "Castle's Ivy League
college fraternity-like "secret society" had long pulled
such skeleton stunts during its initiation ceremonies, which is
where he probably got the idea. They are a bunch of rich kids
who pledge to help each other in their business activities throughout
their whole lives."


A lawsuit against Slats and Castle recovered the costs of the
cabs their henchmen had destroyed. Castle was exposed in the press.
His fellow secret society men from his famous Ivy League university
were not upset about his criminal activities - many of them were
involved in civic and business activities at least as corrupt
as Castle's - but they were horrified that he had revealed what
they regarded as the sacred initiation secrets of the society.
"It was really bad form," as his class's society president
said.


Officer Thomas O'Brien was completely cleared, and restored to
active duty.







Jake was glad to be back in his own clothes, working on a script
in his writer's cubicle at the studio. He was in his dressy new
suit, an aggressive looking charcoal gray. His hair was growing
back, too, but on a whim he'd asked the studio make-up people
to keep him as a blond. It gave Jake a souvenir of his role in
the cab case. Maybe Harry was right, Jake reflected. Maybe somewhere
inside Jake, there really was Killer Black as part of his inner
personality.


"Jake, allow me to present Patrick O'Donahue," Harry
said. Jake had already met O'Donahue, although not under that
name. It was the erstwhile Sergeant Michael O'Hara. The handsome
O'Donahue was now wearing a beautifully tailored pinstripe suit
that would have done any banker proud.


"We've already met," O'Donahue said in his well-modulated
voice, without any trace of Irish accent. "It's an honor
to be introduced officially." O'Donahue shook Jake's hand
with a firm, manly grip, looking Jake sincerely in the eye.


"O'Donahue is one of Mammoth-Art's newest actors,"
Harry went on. "He just arrived from Boston, where he's had
a number of stage roles."







Castle's downfall also provoked ill will towards Mammoth-Art Studio
from Castle's associates in the city's business elite. They were
horrified that a business owned by a Jew like Mammoth-Art Studio
head J. D. Upshaw would dare to attack a member of the WASP elite
like Castle. Upshaw had never been socially accepted by well-to-do
circles in Los Angeles anyway, and his funding came from New York
City, not from local businessmen. Still, Upshaw was so teed off
by what was said about him that he immediately gave Harry a bonus
and promotion, publicly thanked Jake and Tom Wilson for their
contributions to the case, and starred Patrick O'Donahue in one
of the studio's many romantic comedies.


Upshaw always believed in defiance, the more public the better.


"A hundred years from now," the idealistic Jake said
to Moe in his office, "We'll no longer be ruled by WASP's
who are members of secret societies at elite schools. Instead,
we'll have Jewish presidents and women presidents and black presidents.
And we won't have any wars, either."


Moe agreed with Jake's sentiments, but was not sure of his timing.
"Maybe this will take longer than a hundred years, Jake."







Both Tom Wilson and Patrick O'Donahue were guests of honor during
Los Angeles' annual cab parade that year. Harry was right there,
recording it all for posterity on film. 
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Trial By Fire



A Jacob Black "Impossible Crime" Mystery


By Michael E. Grost


"We saw the phantom cop last night again," Officer Perkins
said.


Perkins was in the office of his superior at Homicide, Lt. Moe
Apfelbaum, in Pasadena, a suburb of Los Angeles. It was November,
1924.


"He was in a white uniform," Perkins went on. "It
was just like an LAPD uniform. Only it was all white: white shirt,
trousers, belt, cap. Even white boots. And his face was all
white, like a clown in a circus. He gave me the creeps,"
Perkins went on with a shudder.


For a week, officers on Night Duty at the Pasadena station had
seen the white figure the police dubbed "the phantom cop".


"I was just walking down the corridor on the second floor,"
Perkins went on. "And there he was, far down the hall. I
went after him, but he slipped into the stolen property room,
and locked the door. By the time we got the door unlocked, he
was gone. He must have slipped out of one of the other doors in
the property room."


"This is the third time the phantom cop has been seen,"
Moe said. "Phantom cop is a bad name. There are no such things
as ghosts. This is some real flesh and blood joker. And he's up
to something."


"But what, Lieutenant?" Perkins asked. "So far,
he hasn't done anything but show up, wander around the building,
then vanish. He doesn't seem to have stolen anything."


"Maybe he's a practical joker," Moe said. "But
I doubt it. The whole thing is too elaborate. My instinct is telling
me there is something rotten behind all this. It is too much of
a coincidence. We're working on the Carson gang, the biggest case
in years. And now this is happening. I smell a connection."


"Is the evidence against Carson safe?" Perkins asked.


"I just checked it again," Moe said, pointing to a series
of locked file cabinets in his office. "We have all the new
evidence on Carson's takeover of the drug trade in Los Angeles.
Plus his long history in racketeering and extortion." Moe
had collected this for months. "We almost have enough to
go into court."


"I've got an eerie feeling about this," Moe went on.
"Carson is real, and our fight against him is real. But everything
else around here seems unreal somehow. The ghost cop especially.
It's as if we've stumbled into some Alice in Wonderland style
world."







Moe had another possibility in mind about the phantom cop.


Mammoth-Art Studio publicity man Harry Callaway was always setting
up outrageous stunts to promote the studio's movies. Several of
these had involved fake "policemen". These ringers were
so convincing that they had even fooled Moe. When Harry learned
that he had successfully deceived the experienced Lieutenant Apfelbaum
of LA Homicide, he was delighted.


Soon the irrepressible Harry was sending in fake policemen as
a challenge to Moe around once a month. Harry didn't mean anything
by this - he just loved the challenge of trying to outwit Moe.
Moe eventually found he was looking forward to trying to spot
Harry's fakes, too.


The phantom cop didn't seem like Harry's style. The phantom cop
was obviously not a real policeman. Harry's ringers always looked
like real cops. They were intended to deceive. And there was never
anything malicious about Harry's fake officers - Harry created
them for the sheer joy of imagination. But Moe strongly felt the
ghost cop was up to something sinister.







Moe cornered Harry in his office at Mammoth-Art Studio.


Mammoth-Art Studio head J. D. Upshaw had given Harry an executive
rank at the studio, and an office in the Studio's headquarters,
with the proviso that Harry spend as little time there as possible.
Upshaw wanted Harry out in world, taking publicity photos. The
office was to help Harry meet with non-Studio bigwigs on their
own terms, when Harry was planning publicity campaigns. Like other
Studio executive offices, it was as imposing as possible. The
Art Deco office was as long as a bowling alley. Moe had to walk
an endless distance just to approach Harry, who was seated behind
a huge desk at the far end. Harry was dressed in a suit that dripped
Hollywood glamour and sophistication. Large abstract pictures
were on the wall, from Upshaw's personal collection - he was a
famous connoisseur of modern art. The well-read Moe recognized
a Kandinsky, a Tatlin relief, and a Marsden Hartley. The office,
like the whole building, was the work of top architects and designers.


"It's like the office Andrew Carnegie always wanted, but
never had," Moe thought wryly.


Harry stood up, and vigorously shook Moe's hand.


"Pleased to see you, Lieutenant," Harry told Moe with
his usual enthusiasm. "How can I help you?" Harry looked
sincere. Harry ALWAYS looked sincere - he looked like an innocent
young college student, although Harry was actually 28. But Moe
detected a trace of Harry's usual deviltry.


"Did you send the phantom cop to our station?" Moe began
bluntly.


"What are you talking about?" Harry said gently.


Harry soon got the whole story from Moe. He denied all knowledge
or responsibility for the ghost cop.


"If you didn't send the ghost, then it must be the work of
the Carson gang," Moe added grimly. Moe was soon telling
Harry all about his current stand-off with the mob.


"Maybe this is part of an attempt to steal the evidence you
have against Carson," Harry said thoughtfully. "Do you
have any copies of the evidence stored outside the police station?"


"No," Moe said, "There is no money for anything
like that. We don't get any support from the Department on the
Carson investigation. Carson has a lot of friends in high places.
Basically, the investigation is just my staff and myself - no
one else in the LAPD will help us."







Moe's superior, Captain Spencer, called Moe into his office.


"You're off the Carson case," Spencer told Moe bluntly.
"Word has come down from City Hall."


"Carson has bribed city officials," Moe told Spencer.


"Look," Spencer said, "I warned you right from
the start of the Carson investigation that you would never bring
him to court. Carson has too many friends. But you insisted on
investigating Carson anyway."


"Carson is now selling all the dope that reaches LA schoolchildren,"
Moe said grimly.


"If you do any more work on Carson, you will be expelled
from the force," Spencer told Moe. "Your investigation
is being shut down. You are the only cop in LA dumb enough to
go after Carson. You are all alone on this. You can't fight City
Hall."


"Thanks a lot for your support, Captain," Moe told him
sarcastically. "I knew I could count on you."


"My hands are tied," Spencer told him.


Moe rose to go, but Spencer motioned for him to sit back down.


"You are also ordered not to have any contact with people
at that Hollywood studio," Spencer told him grimly. "You
will no longer have them working with you on your cases."


Moe's friend Jacob "Jake" Black, a scriptwriter at Mammoth-Art
Studio, had frequently assisted Moe with his cases. Jake was a
gifted amateur sleuth.


"Any attempt to contact them, even by telephone, will result
in your expulsion from the force."


Spencer dismissed Moe, and he turned and left the room.







Moe called Jake from a pay phone that night and told him the news.


"They are trying to stop the Carson investigation. And they
do not want me to get any outside aid," Moe told his friend
Jake. "You know how much help you've been to me on your past
investigations."


Jake was shocked. But he rallied to his friend.


"I know you've got a wife and children to support Moe,"
Jake told him loyally. "I won't try to contact you for a
while. But I'll keep thinking about your current problems..."







Moe was disturbed by the power of the Carson gang. He and his
wife Esther talked it over. They agreed it would be safer if Esther
took their two kids and Moe's parents and left town. They knew
of an obscure resort in the mountains where they could hide out.
Esther's parents were living out of the country, in Martinique
in the Caribbean, and were probably safe.







Moe was walking down a long corridor on the third floor the next
morning. The police station was deserted. At seven AM, no one
was on the floor but Moe. It was still dark outside - this was
late November. Suddenly, he saw a figure, at the far end of the
hall. It was all in white. The man turned. There was nothing under
the visor of his white uniform cap, but a white shiny face mask.
The man carried a huge white night stick. He turned, and pointed
the white night stick at Moe. Moe started running toward him.
The phantom cop went into the door of a nearby storeroom.


Moe kept running. He reached the door of the storeroom. It was
locked. Through the heavy glass panel of the door, Moe could see
the inside of the storeroom. The white figure was already at the
far end of the long, narrow storeroom. Moe could see the phantom
cop in the dim light. The sinister white figure opened a door
at the far end of the room, went through it, and closed the door
behind him. Just after he closed the door, the overhead light
in the store room suddenly went out. Moe could see nothing more
in the room.


Moe rattled on the knob of the door. It was completely locked.


Moe tried to smash the glass of the door, but it was reinforced
by a wire mesh. He went back and got a key.


Moe went in the storeroom. He turned on the light. Moe started
down toward the far end of the room, where he had seen the ghost
cop leave through a door.


Only there wasn't any door.


The far end of the storeroom was an unbroken expanse of blank
wall.


The door had vanished. Just like the ghost cop.







Moe went to see Captain Spencer, the police captain in charge
of the station. He found him talking to his aide, Sgt. Rafferty.
Both men were in police uniform. Moe told them his bizarre story.


"If you've seen the phantom cop," Spencer said slowly,
"then we have to believe he's real. I'd simply written him
off as some sort of tall tale circulating among the men."


"Did either of you see anything this morning?" Moe asked
the Captain and Rafferty.


"No," Spencer said, "we've been in my office the
past hour. The walls are so thick in this building a bomb could
go off and we wouldn't hear."


Spencer's long time aide, Officer Terry Flynn, had transferred
out a month ago, after Spencer gave him a promotion. Spencer was
now supported by a new officer, Sgt. Mike Rafferty. Rafferty's
old police partner, Officer Jeremiah "Jerry" Peterson,
had been brought in at the same time, to man the Pasadena Station
telephone switchboard. The two men looked tough. Both were newcomers
to the district, and neither had any friends among the officers
in the division, keeping largely to themselves. Moe had never
met either one before. Spencer seemed pleased with their work.







Moe had a team of carpenters examining the storeroom that morning.
They sounded walls, took measurements, and even drilled into the
plaster of the wall. Their conclusion: there was nothing but a
solid wall.


"It is impossible for any door to be here," the middle-aged
head carpenter told Moe. "There is nothing but the solid
outer wall of the station building. Even if someone had walked
through the wall, somehow, they would have been forty feet in
the air, outside the third floor of the station."


An architect told Moe the same thing. Pyotir Wachislaw was an
old friend of Moe, who had a flourishing business, mainly designing
office buildings. He came over at Moe's phone call, and listened
carefully to Moe's problem. He measured the walls, compared them
to the blueprints of the building, and did a series of mathematical
calculations. "There is just no space here for a secret passage,"
he said, "or for any layer between the storeroom wall and
the outside of the building."


Moe also wondered how the light had been turned off in the store
room, after the ghost cop had left by the now-vanished door. There
were two light switches in the store room. One was by the door
Moe had stood. The other was in the far end of the room, in the
far wall that had contained the door. Moe hadn't actually seen
either light switch last night - the illumination had been very
dim, and the walls were murky and faint looking. But he was sure
that nobody was standing in the room near the position of either
light switch. Moe would have seen them, dim light or not. So how
had the light been turned off?







Moe had an idea.


Moe was a great reader. He loved mystery fiction. Two of his favorite
authors were the American Jacques Futrelle and the British R.
Austin Freeman. Both had written brilliant stories in which mirrors
were used to create impossible crimes.


"Could a mirror have been used here?" Moe asked the
architect. "Maybe what I saw was the phantom cop in a mirror.
He could have been exiting by the side door. No one was watching
that, while I was at the front door of the room. Maybe a mirror
was positioned so that the door in a side wall was made to look
like a door in the rear wall of the room."


Pyotir obtained a huge full-length mirror from a furniture dealer.
He and Moe started experimenting with placing the mirror at different
angles or positions within the room. Unfortunately, no matter
how they arranged it, they could not get an effect that duplicated
what Moe saw the night before.


"The only door in the side wall is just too far forward,"
Pyotir said. "There does not seem to be any way to position
a mirror, to create the illusion you saw. It's a good idea, but
it just doesn't seem to be working."







Captain Spencer's friend, LAPD Captain Hiram Wilson, stopped by
the division the next morning for a visit. Wilson had stopped
by Spencer's office to ask Spencer for information on a counterfeiter
Wilson was investigating, but Spencer had never heard of the man,
and had nothing to tell Wilson.


Wilson was a grizzled veteran, a big tough looking middle-aged
man, still in good shape. There was something fatherly about Wilson;
he just naturally seemed to inspire confidence in people. Spencer
had first met Wilson two months ago, when they were seated together
at a police banquet. They'd run into each other a couple more
times at the race track Spencer frequented. Now they were sitting
in Spencer's office, smoking a couple of Wilson's excellent cigars.


Spenser received a phone call from his wife. A radio station had
awarded them a prize of $200 - big money in the 1920's. But they
both had to travel to distant Ventura that afternoon, in person,
to collect the money.


Spenser started telling Wilson about his dilemma.


"I could continue my counterfeiter investigation from this
station today," Wilson told him, as if a sudden idea struck
him. "I brought two of my men along with me. And I could
serve as your back-up for the rest of the day, while you head
up to Ventura."


Spencer liked the idea. He soon called the station's men together
in the squad room, including Moe. Spencer introduced Wilson.


"My old friend Captain Hiram Wilson is in charge of the division,
today," Spencer told his men seriously. The big Wilson stood
there, looking impressive in his Captain's uniform. He looked
like everyone's ideal of a tough police Captain. Just like in
the movies...







Captain Wilson promptly stationed himself in Moe's office for
the day, seating himself behind Moe's desk, and grilling Moe,
who had to sit in his own visitor's chair. Wilson, who seemed
to know all about Moe's career, actually made Moe sit in the uncomfortable
chair Moe reserved for felons, not the cozy chair Moe usually
provided for visitors. Wilson then ordered Moe out on a wild goose
chase, all the way out down to Orange County. At the end of the
day, Moe had discovered a letter from Harry Callaway in a PO Box
in Irvine, calling him a gullible idiot. Wilson was one of Harry's
ringers...


According to Moe's aide the next morning, Capt. Wilson and a whole
team of his uniformed police assistants had spent the previous
afternoon in Moe's office, with the doors closed. Moe's files
had been thoroughly rifled, but nothing had been taken or destroyed.


Moe was a bit disgusted with Harry. And puzzled, too. It was not
like Harry to hit a man while he was down. Harry had an extremely
playful nature, but he'd never seen him do anything malicious.
Harry knew that Moe was up against it with the Carson gang. It
seemed like a strange time for Harry to be pulling one of his
stunts.


"There's a telegram for you," Moe's aide told him.


The uniformed telegraph delivery boy entered the office, shutting
the door behind him. It was Harry. The baby faced Harry looked
around 20 in his authentic uniform. He handed Moe a piece of paper.


Moe read:


"Your office might be full of listening devices planted by
the Carson gang.


Say nothing about Captain Wilson to anyone on the force. You do
not know who you can trust.


Pretend to everyone he was a real police Captain.


There is more to this than meets the eye.


Promise me this by nodding your head!


Your friend, Harry Callaway."


Harry just stood there, looking at Moe intensely.


Against his better judgment, Moe finally nodded his head. He was
deeply annoyed with Harry. But like most people, he found it hard
not to trust Harry.


"Thanks for the tip!" Harry told Moe loudly, and left
the office, taking the paper with him.







Two days later at the station. 7 AM. It was even darker outside,
as the days hurried into winter.


There was a horrible sound, like a large roaring. Moe rushed out
of his office. Down the hall, he saw Captain Spencer and his aide
Rafferty running in his direction.


"It's the phantom cop," Spencer shouted. "We just
saw him throw a bomb." The ghost cop was nowhere to be seen
now. "He ran into the lineup room after throwing the bomb,"
Spencer added.


Fire bells were ringing in the building. Great clouds of smoke
were starting to appear. Spencer, Rafferty and Moe made their
way down the huge front staircase, and out the stone steps down
into the street. By this time, the whole two top stories of the
station were in flames. Great clouds of red fire were burning
against the night sky. Moe was looking at the dozen officers on
the sidewalk. It looked like everybody who worked in the building,
except switchboard operator Peterson. With a sense of relief,
he soon saw Peterson make his way from the side of the building,
where there was another exit. Peterson's silhouette was unmistakable
in the darkness; he was six foot six. The building's cleaning
staff never worked after three AM, and should all have gone home
hours ago. It looked as if everyone was safe.


The fire department soon came. But could do nothing against the
inferno. Within an hour, the building had burned to a ground.


"All of the evidence we had against the Carson mob is gone,"
Moe told Captain Spencer. "So this is what the phantom cop
was up to. We'll never be able to prosecute them now."


Moe went over to Peterson, who was stationed at the side entrance.
He told Moe that no one had gone out the building since 6 AM,
when he came on duty. And Sgt. Kennedy, who was on the desk at
the front door, said the same thing. So did Lucek, who was talking
with Kennedy when the bomb went off. So how had the phantom cop
left the building? The front and the side door were the only exits.


Moe began to question the men. The only one alone at the time
the bomb was thrown was Peterson, at switchboard near the side
door. Did this mean that Peterson was the ghost cop? Moe had seen
the phantom cop himself, and pegged him as being a little under
six feet tall. The very tall Peterson was certainly not the man
Moe had seen two nights before, in the white phantom cop uniform.
Besides, Peterson and the other officers were in full LAPD uniform,
when Moe saw them right after the bombing. They had their ties
tied, belts buckled, and their black leather boots laced up to
their knees. None of them could have gotten out of the white ghost
cop uniform, and into their regular black LAPD uniforms, in the
time between the bombing and when Moe encountered them on the
steps. Moe always wore regular civilian suits, as required by
his position as head of Homicide, but everyone else on duty at
the Pasadena station was in police uniform.


Moe looked at the still flaming building. If the phantom cop were
still inside, he was not alive. No creature could survive such
an inferno.







The Pasadena police were moved after three days to temporary quarters
in an old Armory. This was a vast building. The squad felt lost
inside of it. It was a gloomy old structure, with huge dark corridors,
and many wings and floors. Even with the division staff transferred
there temporarily, the Armory was still full of empty offices
and rooms.


Moe was still getting oriented in his new office. A knock on the
door was followed by the introduction by his aide of "Officers
O'Ryan and McGillicudy to see you".


Two young policemen entered the room. Both looked barely twenty-one.
The young men had the powerful builds and wholesome good looks
of college football heroes. Both were in formal dress uniforms
of the LAPD, jet black with silver trim. Their new looking uniforms
were pressed to razor sharp creases. The two men must have worked
an hour to spit shine their boots. Each had a single silver
stripe on their sleeves, the lowest rank of police officer. They
moved into Moe's office, stood at attention and saluted him smartly.
Moe had never met either before.


Officer O'Ryan seemed to be the spokesperson.


"It's a great honor to meet you, Lt. Apfelbaum, sir!"
he belted out.


Moe was nonplused. No one had ever told him that. Moe finally
stood up and formally returned their salute. "At ease!"
he told them.


The two young officers shifted to Parade Rest.


After a pause Moe told them to state their business.


"Sir, we are on duty executing orders from LAPD Captain Wilson,
sir!" O'Ryan told him. "Sir! Captain Wilson says you
will remember working with him last November 25th, sir!"


Moe kept smiling at the two excessively formal young recruits.
Then all of a sudden, he remembered who Wilson was. He sat down
with a thud.


Wilson had fooled Moe completely. Moe had never seen one of Harry's
ringers introduced by the trustworthy Captain Spencer before,
and found it impossible to imagine that Wilson was anything other
than a real Police Captain.


Now Moe glared at the two young "officers".


"Tell Harry Callaway I'm not in the mood for any fun and
games, today, boys" Moe said wearily. "Harry means well,
but things are too bad around here for fooling around. Go back
to your fraternity, or football team, or wherever Harry got you."


The serious looks on the face of the two officers did not change.


"Sir! Permission to speak, sir!" O'Ryan stated.


Moe waved at him.


"Officer McGillicudy and this officer have orders to help
you, sir! From Captain Wilson, sir!"


"What are you boys up to?" Moe queried.


O'Ryan went to Moe's office door and opened it. Two more recruiting-poster-perfect
young police officers came in. They were wheeling in a huge file
cabinet. Moe could barely look. Harry probably had it full of
poisonous snakes or something.


O'Ryan opened the cabinet. He pulled out a huge folder, and deposited
it open on Moe's desk, with a respectful salute.


Moe started glancing though the folder. The folder contained photostatic
copies of all the protection racket records of the Carson case.
Moe had been sure that all such records had been destroyed in
the mob-set fire at the division house last week. Moe took another
binder from the cabinet. It contained duplicates of the Carson
drug peddling records, also thought lost.


"This is amazing!" Moe said. "Where did you get
this?"


O'Ryan took a deep breath, then thought better of saying anything
out loud. He wrote Moe a note instead: "Captain Wilson made
photocopies when he was in your office last November, Sir!"


Four more young men in spit and polish police uniforms entered
Moe's office. All were wheeling in file cabinets. Moe opened them.
Every record in his office last November 25th seemed to be in
them in duplicated form.


Moe felt an overwhelming sense of relief. Getting rid of these
records had been the mob's main goal. And here they were all safe
and sound. Moe sat there with a huge grin on his face.


Moe also realized, for the first time, what Wilson had been up
to in his office last fall, while he had been sent on the wild
goose chase to Orange County. Wilson and his men had been photographing
all his records. Harry had had copies of Moe's police records
since last month. Harry had probably long been planning some new
madness to bedevil Moe with his Captain Wilson ringer.


Instead, when Moe had been in trouble, Harry had come to Moe's
aid.


Moe stood up and called out "Attention!"


The eight young police officers stood in a row, in perfect formation.
"How did they do that so fast?" Moe wondered.


"Tell Harry Callaway he has my undying gratitude," Moe
ordered them. "And you men... I couldn't respect you more
if you were real police officers!" Moe saluted them.


They all saluted back in unison. Moe had never seen anything like
it.


"These guys have got to be some sort of precision drill team,"
Moe thought.


Moe had an idea. He went out the door and asked his aide to send
in eight nightsticks. His puzzled aide soon returned, and Moe
had him distribute the nightsticks to the eight officers.


"I'd like to see you do your best with these," Moe told
them with a grin.


O'Ryan looked at his nightstick, and nodded. He seemed to be his
team's leader. With a serious look, he started whirling the nightstick
around. An amazing display soon followed from the rest of the
team. Nightsticks moved in every direction from the team. They
marched into pairs, and tossed nightsticks back and forth between
each partner. They moved into groups of four, and passed nightsticks
around in intricate maneuvers. They reformed into a line of eight,
and did dazzling precision drill in perfect unison.


When they finished their routine, they moved back to attention
and saluted.


Moe told them, "You guys ought to be in the movies!"


"Yes sir! We are appearing in Mammoth-Art's latest film sir!"
O'Ryan said with stiff-necked pride.


"So that's where Harry got you!" Moe said.


It turned out that the eight young men were from Cedar Rapids,
Iowa. They had recently won a precision drill contest in San Diego,
California, which is where a Mammoth-Art recruiter had seen them
and brought them to Hollywood. With the money they were making
from their film appearance, several of the team were planning
to go to college. This was something these working class young
men had never been able to afford.


O'Ryan handed Moe a letter from Jake. Jake wrote Moe that he and
Harry were in Moe's corner, fighting for him. But Jake still had
no ideas on how the phantom cop did his sinister tricks. Moe was
pleased with the support, but promptly burned the letter.


While the young officers were still there, Moe's aide announced
two more visitors, this time from the DA's office. Grateful as
Moe was to Harry, he found it a relief to be talking to "real"
people. Raymond G. Alsop was a lawyer on the DA's staff. He was
a trim, athletic man in his early thirties, wearing a three-piece
business suit. Moe found himself liking the quietly confident,
competent looking young man. Accompanying him was Sergeant Dennis
McConnell of the DA's staff. Moe couldn't help comparing McConnell's
uniform, which showed the signs of months of regular wear, with
the brand new dress uniforms of the young "officers"
on the drill team. Moe had never met Alsop or McConnell before.


Moe felt he had to introduce the young "recruits" to
Alsop and McConnell. "May I present Officers O'Ryan, McGillicudy,
Lafferty, Murphy, Fitzhugh, O'Reilly, O'Connor, and O'Casey,"
Moe said, reading off their uniform name tags. The Irish Harry
loved to give his ringers Irish names. "They're a fine group
of young men who've just done a signal service to the Department,"
Moe said gratefully.


Alsop smiled his friendly grin. "Maybe next time I meet you,
you'll all be promoted," he told them, shaking their hands,
as they left Moe's office.


"That might be sooner than you think," Moe replied dryly.
If he knew Harry, Harry would soon have these kids in Sergeant's
uniforms, or maybe even they'd be uniformed as Police Captains
with gold badges.


Alsop reached into his attach case. He brought out a business
card, which he handed to Moe. "We appreciate your help Lieutenant,
with our current prosecution," he told Moe.


Both Alsop and McConnell wanted to study Moe's files, not the
Carson investigation, but the McGuire case that Moe had worked
on before that. They had heard about their alleged burning by
the mob a few days ago, and were relieved to see that the files
had survived. They asked Moe to set up an office near his for
the two of them, for the next few days. There was tons of empty
space in the old Armory, and Alsop and the Sergeant were soon
ensconced.


Moe found he had friends in common with Sgt. McConnell, a roughneck
who was typically serious on duty, but friendly off. Both had
served some years ago, at different times, under Captain Beckett,
who'd been a holy terror. Both men swapped stories about Beckett,
and instructors they'd known years ago at the Police Academy.


It turned out that Moe lived on the route Alsop drove to work
every morning. He offered to give Moe a lift in his car, to and
from the division every day. Moe, who usually took the streetcar,
gladly accepted Alsop's offer. Alsop always had McConnell with
him when they arrived at Moe's little house every morning. Alsop
would ring Moe's doorbell, and walk with him down to his car.







The Los Angeles Police officially closed down the investigation
into the bombing that afternoon. Stated reason: the story of the
ghost cop would cause embarrassment to the force; the press would
say the Pasadena cops were drunks or fools. Moe and the other
Pasadena police were forbidden to talk with the press. Official
doctrine also stated that the phantom cop must be a lone madman,
acting out some bizarre personal vendetta. It was made clear to
Moe that the bombing could not have anything to do with Carson,
or his attempt to destroy evidence against his gang. Any attempt
on Moe's part to suggest otherwise would lead to Moe's dismissal
from the force.


Moe believed none of this. He was sure the so called phantom cop
was really an agent of the Carson gang.


Moe told no one about the restored Carson evidence files. He was
afraid that there were traitors on the police staff, men who had
sold out to Carson. He could not see how the ghost cop could have
roamed the station at will, without inside help. Moe also took
advantage of the chaos that surrounded the bombing and move to
the Armory to resume his evidence gathering against the Carson
gang. He did this quietly, and told no one.







The only person who expressed an interest in the phantom cop was
Alsop. He got the whole story of the ghost cop and the bombing
out of Moe over lunch. Alsop had taken the two of them to a dignified
lunch room that catered to local businessmen.


Alsop was wearing a navy blue pinstripe suit. As usual, everything
about his appearance looked quietly graceful and just right. Without
quite noticing at first, you realized after talking with him a
while how totally spiffy he looked.


It had been a long time since Moe bought a new suit. On his policeman's
salary, and with two growing kids, such things were a low priority.
He admired Alsop's suit. It showed quiet good taste and refinement.
It didn't shout at you. Yet the more you looked at it, the more
you noticed how well made it was. It helped give Alsop that look
of easy sophistication that he wore so casually. Alsop looked
comfortable in his clothes. He also in a quiet way looked totally
dressed up.







Jake was deeply concerned about his friend Moe. While Jake had
kept his promise not to contact Moe, he had kept in touch with
events at the station by roundabout means. Jake did what he always
did when he needed to think deeply about a case. He went over
and sat down in the shade of a tree. This was a giant Erythrina
coral bean tree, covered with big spikes of red blossoms. Hummingbirds
were flitting around the tree, drinking nectar from its flowers.
Jake thought long and hard about the case.







Moe was in his office. He received a telephone call from Jake
at the studio.


"Moe," Jake began, "I've figured out how the phantom
cop went through the door that night." Jake explained the
disappearing door to Moe.


"But I can't figure out the actual bombing," Jake went
on. "It is as if somebody were lying. It's the only thing
that makes sense. I've got it!" Jake went on. "The culprit
must be" and here the phone suddenly went dead.


Moe tried jiggling the phone. But his line was completely cut
off. He couldn't get the police switchboard either.


Moe went to the office of Captain Spencer.


Spencer was fascinated to hear about how the disappearance was
done.


Moe went on to explain about how Jake was cut off while figuring
out the culprit. Moe started reasoning out what Jake had said.


"Someone was lying, Jake said. But who?" Moe went on.
"Who's lies could have made the final bombing possible?"


Moe was looking right at Captain Spencer while explaining this.
All of a sudden Moe knew. Captain Spencer could see that Moe knew,
too. Spencer whipped out a gun and held it on Moe.


"You are the one," Moe said with pain in his voice.
"You and Rafferty lied. The two of you threw the bomb. Then
you made up the lie about seeing the phantom cop. Nobody needed
to change out of the ghost cop uniform that night, after the bombing.
No one was wearing the ghost cop uniform the night of the bombing.
It was all a story you made up.


"That's what the whole phantom cop scare was about, wasn't
it Captain?" Moe challenged Spencer. "It was to give
you a culprit when you burned down the station. You must be in
the pay of the Carson gang."


"Captain," Moe told him urgently, "it's not too
late to get out of this. Get the hell out of the mob today. You
haven't killed anybody yet. We can bury your involvement with
the fire so deep, no one will ever know. You have a good record
with the Department. Everyone'll be glad to have you back as an
honest officer on the force."


Spencer laughed at Moe. "I don't want to be some loser working
for the Department. I like the money I'm making now. And you're
not going to stand in my way.


"You're a loser, Moe," Spencer sneered at him. "What
do you get out of all this? Nothing! You're just a two bit loser
with a tiny house and the income of a street peddler. And you're
too stupid to know what a failure you are. You're about to die,
and you still don't get what a no account bastard you are."


The Captain's door suddenly opened and Alsop entered. He smiled
his friendly smile. "Pardon the intrusion, Captain, but there
some papers I thought you ought to see."


Spencer kept his gun pointed at Moe, but hurriedly covered it
underneath a newspaper on his desk. Spencer looked harried. Alsop
moved in his usual firm but unhurried way towards Spencer. Alsop
was carrying his elegant black leather attach case, and
took an impressive looking legal document out of it. "I think
this might be the breakthrough in the McGuire case we've all been
searching for," he said with quiet excitement. "The
document names a holding company we can trace back through other
sources." Alsop was standing next to Spencer now, smiling
his friendly grin. "Look right here," he said, putting
the document down on Spencer's desk, next to the newspaper and
the gun. "Paragraph 45, section 9, subbullet 7."


Spencer bent his head over the document, to read the tiny legal
print. With a deft gesture, Alsop had his arm around Spencer's
neck in a choke hold, and efficiently squeezed Spencer into unconsciousness.
With a big pantomimed "Sh" and finger to his lips directed
at Moe, Alsop quietly picked up Spencer's phone. "McConnell,"
Alsop was saying in his well modulated voice, "the torts
have arrived in Philadelphia."


Alsop opened his attach case. He took out a pair of handcuffs,
and snapped them on Spencer's wrists behind his inert back. He
also plopped a spring gag from the briefcase into Spencer's mouth.
He did all this with the casual unconcern of a man tying his shoelaces.
He put Spencer's gun in his attach case, took another
gun out for himself, and snapped a wicked looking pair of flesh
colored brass knuckles on his right hand. Alsop motioned Moe to
stand away from the door to Spencer's office. Then Alsop went
over, and quietly opened the door.


"Ah McConnell, glad you could bring the papers," Alsop
said.


Moe could hear sudden thumps out in the lobby.


McConnell stuck his head in the door. "All clear, Lieutenant,"
he said respectfully. Moe entered the lobby. McConnell had choked
Peterson with his nightstick, and was now handcuffing his inert
form. Alsop had slugged Rafferty at his desk, with the brass knuckles.
Rafferty was lying back unconscious in his swivel chair.


"Who are you guys?" Moe asked Alsop and McConnell. "I
owe you my life."


"We're bodyguards from Mammoth-Art," Alsop said quietly.
"Harry sent us."


"Alsop and McConnell are members of Mammoth-Art's security
staff," Harry later explained. "They're the studio's
top bodyguards. Each is an ace detective, in his own right. Normally
they exclusively look after Mammoth-Art's interests, but Upshaw
authorized an exception in your case, due to your long friendship
with Mammoth-Art." J. D. Upshaw was the head of Mammoth-Art
Studio.


McConnell told Moe that he frequently wore his LAPD Sergeant's
uniforms on bodyguard duty. They were more effective at intimidating
would-be crooks. McConnell also had a lot of policemen buddies,
who'd told him stories about officers on the force.


"Rafferty and Peterson aren't real policemen anymore than
I am," McConnell said. "They are mob muscle, imported
from Kansas City. Spencer brought them in so he could have henchmen
he could trust within the division."


"What's your real name?" Moe inquired of Alsop.


"Actually, Lieutenant," Alsop replied affably, "We
change names for every case, as a security precaution. No one
at the Studio knows our real names. You can call me Alsop for
the duration of this case."







Jake arranged for Moe to bump "accidentally" into a
party of Mammoth-Art Studio employees in a night club. Harry was
in a black tuxedo and a top hat. Jake's actor friend Gregor von
Hoffmansthal was in white tie and tails. Screenwriter Felicia
Alburton was in a blue gown, with blue turquoise earrings and
necklace. Jake was in that latest craze, a yachtsman's evening
rig, a combination of a formal dress uniform of a ship's captain,
and a tuxedo. He wore a beautifully tailored short white mess
jacket, white evening shirt, black bow tie, black trousers, black
patent leather evening shoes and a high-peaked white cap with
a huge curving black visor. He looked glamorous and adventurous.
Everything nautical was very big. Moe had last seen O'Ryan, McGillicudy
and the rest of the drill team in the papers, in publicity photos
made by Harry. The young men were depicted socializing on a yacht,
wearing elegant navy blue yachtsmen's uniforms.


Moe, Jake, Harry, Greg and Felicia all sat at a secluded table
in a corner of the nightclub.


"Making the photostats was Jake's idea," Harry told
Moe.


"The Police Department had no money to do this," Jake
said. "And I was afraid that if Mammoth-Art just went in
and photocopied your records, our Studio staff would be the target
of the mob. That's when I remembered Harry and his running duel
with you over his police ringers. I asked Harry if he could get
one of his fake officers alone in your office for a day, so he
could photograph your records in secret, without anybody knowing.
I also suggested that the cop should be someone who was a high
authority figure, someone who's orders wouldn't be questioned
by people at the division house. Harry came up with Captain Wilson,
and his scheme with your own police Captain. Harry had been working
on his Wilson ringer for months. No one would have any idea that
the photocopying took place. If there were a traitor on your staff,
he'd have no clue that the copying had taken place, or who'd done
it. I still think we should keep the Studio's involvement with
the case a secret."


Moe nodded in agreement. "These Carson boys play rough."


"When Jake was cut off on the phone with you," Felicia
told Moe, "We were worried that you were in danger. I called
up Alsop, pretending to be his wife. I gave him some coded hints
that you were in danger. We had long worried that crooks might
have a way of listening in on police station phone calls. It turns
out that the switchboard operator, Peterson, was one of Spencer's
confederates. Alsop went looking for you, and eventually found
you in Spencer's office."


"How did the phantom cop and the door disappear that night?"
Greg asked. He had just gotten back in town from a movie shoot
in Arizona.


"The whole wall along the back of the room was just a cardboard
prop," Jake explained. "It was just three feet away
from the real wall. In the dim light, it looked enough like a
wall to pass muster, when seen at a distance by Moe. It had a
door in it, through which the phantom cop temporarily went. He
was then in a narrow, three feet wide space, between the real
back wall of the room, and the fake cardboard wall stretched out
in front of it. The light switch was in the real back wall of
the room. The ghost cop turned it off, plunging the room in darkness.
After the lights went off, the ghost cop folded up the cardboard
wall, and left by the side door of the storeroom, carrying the
cardboard wall with him. He went back to the broom closet area,
where both the wall and the phantom cop costume were kept. He
changed back into his regular police uniform.


"The phantom cop was Rafferty. He was Spencer's man, and
part of the Carson mob. Spencer gave him an alibi, saying he was
with him at various times of the crimes."

Epilogue



Moe's evidence was enough to shut down Carson's drug trading ring,
and send Carson and his henchmen to prison for twenty years. Moe
leaked copies of the records to the press, and City Hall had no
choice but to prosecute, given the public outcry.


The police department was deeply embarrassed by the scandal of
Captain Spencer's involvement. The idea that a police Captain
could bomb his own station house was horrifying. A City Hall bigwig
decided that the best way to deal with the situation was to play
up the heroism of Lt. Apfelbaum in the press. When Harry Callaway
got wind of this, Mammoth-Art Studio immediately volunteered to
handle the publicity. Harry and the Studio had long publicized
police department benefits, as a good will gesture.


Harry soon had Moe appearing in a series of photographs, that
depicted him as a fearless crusader against gangsterdom. While
Moe's real work against the mob had involved the endless gathering
of evidence, Harry preferred a more dramatic manhunter image of
Moe. Harry also planned to get Moe a series of new suits.


"We have to get Lt. Apfelbaum a whole new look," Harry
told the Police Commissioner breathlessly. "He needs to look
like a crusading cop in the movies. This is necessary to convey
the Right Image."


Moe was soon under orders from his (new) superior in the LAPD
to report to the costume department at Mammoth-Art Studio for
a fitting. There Harry introduce Moe to a middle-aged tailor named
Ambrosio Perlucci.


"Mr. Perlucci here is the Studio's top creator of men's clothes,"
Harry told Moe. "He designs the suits and evening wear of
all of Mammoth-Art's male stars."


Perlucci was a slim, medium sized man, with bushy eyebrows and
black eyes. He was soft-spoken, but intense in his personality.
Moe had the impression that he was an imperious man in his own
domain, and something of an absolute authority figure when it
came to men's couture. Moe could see him laying down the law to
Mammoth-Art stars and directors alike, when it came to what clothes
should be worn on screen.


Moe had soon found himself with a whole new wardrobe of six sharp
"tough cop" suits, with matching hats, ties and shoes,
all provided at Mammoth-Art's expense, and orders from the Department
to wear them. Suddenly Moe found himself looking like everyone's
idea of an incorruptible authority figure. There was even a tough
looking tuxedo, that made Moe look like he were about to raid
a night club, and arrest all the gangsters within it.


Harry's photos of Moe in his new suits, raiding underworld establishments,
became fixtures in the LA papers. There were also shots of Moe
with his men, shaking their hands, and officially wishing them
good luck on their mission. Moe never looked quite as official
in real life, as Harry made him look in these tough, authoritative,
jut-jawed portraits.


When Moe returned to the Studio costume department for a final
fitting of the suits, Harry was there as well.


"Gosh, Lieutenant, you look swell," was Harry's comment
when he saw Moe in his new suits. Moe did look razor sharp, in
a forceful, heroic, authority figure sort of way. "We'll
be taking lots more pictures before all this is over," Harry
continued, "and you look like a million dollars."


The tailor at the Studio who had created the six heroic tough
guy suits asked Moe whether he really wanted to dress like a manhunter
in the movies. "Lieutenant, what would you like to look like?"
Ambrosio Perlucci questioned him in his quiet voice. "Nobody
has ever asked you."


"I like the gentlemanly suits Alsop wears," Moe said
diffidently.


"I did all of those for him," the tailor replied with
a smile.


"That's not the image we are trying to project here!"
Harry interjected. "We need the manhunter look."


"The Lieutenant has good taste," the tailor stated quietly
but authoritatively.


"OK," Harry conceded, "we'll throw in a half dozen
additional suits with the District Attorney look, like Alsop wears,
too. The Lieutenant can wear the manhunter suits for the publicity
pictures, and the high-toned DA style suits for speaking to civic
organizations." Harry had set up Moe for a series of speeches
and awards at the LA Chamber of Commerce, and other local business
groups. "The Lieutenant should be better dressed than all
these businessmen to whom he will be speaking."


Perlucci looked pleased. "Three pinstripes, two dark charcoals,
a gray nailhead, some tweeds for the country, two double-breasted
navy suits for official occasions, and three light gray suits
for summer wear would be the minimum we could get by with,"
the tailor stated. "All subtly different, of course."


"Okay," Harry said, "you've sold me."


"We'll make you a set of white tie and tails to go along
with them, and a cutaway for daytime formal events," Perlucci
said thoughtfully. "A gentleman should be prepared for all
occasions."


"He can wear them if we take his picture with the Mayor or
Police Commissioner," Harry added.


"You will need the right hats for all of these," the
tailor continued. He was on a roll.


"We should throw in some outfits for golf and tennis, too,
and a white suit for parties," Harry said. "Plus a yachtsman's
rig."


Moe was dazed, but Harry and the tailor swept all before them.


Harry wanted to get Moe Army, Navy and Marine Corps officers'
dress uniforms, too, but Moe put his foot down. Moe had been through
the horrors of the world war in 1918.


"I always swore that when I got out of the service, that
I'd never wear a military uniform again," the determinedly
pacifist Moe told Harry.


When he got the second set of refined suits a week later, Moe
had to admit that the original tough cop suits went better with
his job. Investigating a shooting at a speakeasy, or grilling
a felon at headquarters seemed to require a hard-boiled look.
Moe did look like the new sheriff in town in these tough suits.
But whenever his work brought him in contact with people who did
not carry concealed weapons or brass knuckles, Moe tried to wear
his more gentlemanly clothes. Moe was amazed at how comfortable
they felt. He was always surprised, too, at how they seemed to
have a cheering effect on everyone around him. Their spruce good
looks seemed to give everybody a lift. In his white tie and tails,
Moe looked like he was the host of the most wonderful party imaginable.


Esther and Moe went to the symphony every week, at the Hollywood
Bowl. She and their kids had long since rejoined Moe in LA. Esther
was amazed when Moe came home the night of the next concert, in
white tie, top hat and tails, and carrying a huge bouquet of flowers
for her. Esther was highly pleased, however. She had been urging
Moe to upgrade his wardrobe for years. "I'm comfortable with
all my old clothes," he'd always tell her.







Moe was speaking at an elementary school, to a room full of first
graders. Esther was with him. The teacher introduced Moe as the
man who had gotten rid of the drug dealers near their school.


After Moe's brief speech, a little boy stood up. He told Moe,
"When I grow up, I want to be a policeman like you."


Esther noticed that Moe was responding to this. She hurriedly
excused the two of them, and went with Moe to a cloak room outside
the class. Esther shut the door. She held Moe in her arms, as
he sobbed his heart out on her shoulder. 
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A Jacob Black "Impossible Crime" Mystery


By Michael E. Grost


Los Angeles, December 1924. Mary Wilkins was making a pot of cocoa
in her kitchen, after lunch on Thursday. School had been out a
week, and her three daughters were now home all the time, with
the year-end holidays. She figured the girls would be thirsty.
She also had a chore for them to do.


Mary called the three girls into the kitchen. Gretchen was the
oldest, at fourteen, and the steadiest. Helen was a lively twelve
year old. And little Suzy was a shy, good-natured nine. Mary loved
her three daughters and was proud of them.


"It's time for you girls to clean out your closet,"
she told them. "It's always full of junk. I don't know where
you girls get it. Toys, old skates, beach balls, old dolls, it's
always piled half way to the ceiling with junk. You need to sort
out what you want to keep, and throw away the rest. After you
finish," she added with a twinkle, "there is some cocoa
for you on the stove."


The three girls retreated to the bedroom they shared, in the modest
brick home the Wilkins family occupied in a working class neighborhood
near Los Angeles, high in the mountains. The three hoped it wouldn't
take too long to clean up the closet. Then they could go down
to the cellar and play.


They'd shoved nearly everything out of the closet earlier that
morning, and pushed it all back in again, looking for their ice
skates. They'd eventually found the skates at the bottom of the
closet, after they'd removed everything else. Shoving their toys
back in had made a huge racket, that could be heard all over the
house. It had probably given their mother the idea about cleaning
up the closet. Now the girls started a systematic emptying of
the closet, examining each toy as they went.


Helen found the roller skates that had been missing since last
summer.


Gretchen found the old teddy bear she had cherished as a child.
Even though she was now growing up, she had kind feelings for
old Teddy. She hoped she could store him away for safekeeping.


It was little Suzy who made the discovery, however. Deep
at the bottom of the old toys, lying on the bottom of the floor,
was a man's shoe. It was not an old shoe, however. Instead, it
was all shiny and new, and made of black patent leather. Suzy
was unable to pull it out of the closet. Gretchen and Helen helped
pull away the junk from the top of the closet. They saw the reason
the shoe could not be removed. It was attached to the foot of
a man, lying on the floor of the closet. The man was sleeping.
Every so often, a faint snore came from him, although his breathing
sounded weak to Gretchen. The young man was beautifully dressed
in white tie and tails. He looked familiar to the three amazed
girls.


All of a sudden, Helen recognized him. "It's Rudolph Valentino!"
she exclaimed.


"But that's impossible," Gretchen said. "Rudolph
Valentino is the biggest movie star in the world. What would he
be doing sleeping in our toy closet?"


"But it is Rudolph Valentino!" little Suzy said. "He
looks just like he did in Camille and Beyond the Rocks
and The Conquering Power."


The three girls ran across the hall into their Aunt Milly's room,
where their mother was cleaning. The grandfather clock in the
front foyer chimed out 2 PM.


"Mom," Gretchen told her breathlessly, "we just
found Rudolph Valentino in our closet!"







Mr. Ted Wilkins, Mary's mailman husband, came home an hour later
from his mail route. He had been too late to see the ambulance
that Mary had summoned take Valentino away. The medics had told
her that Valentino looked like he'd been drugged with a sedative,
but did not otherwise look hurt. Ted came through the door, and
held out his arms to greet his three daughters.


"So what mischief have you three tigers been up to today?"
he asked them indulgently.







Gregor von Hoffmansthal needed help. The dashing young actor,
known as Greg to his friends, was speeding down a corridor of
the Writer's Building at Mammoth-Art Studio, where he was a contract
performer. He burst into the cubicle of his best friend, author
Jacob "Jake" Black.


"Jake," he said, "I've got a mystery for you to
solve!"


Jake often worked as an unofficial consultant with the Los Angeles
Police. A gifted sleuth, Jake had helped the police solve many
baffling mysteries. The thirty year old Jake was a tall, slim
man, wearing a beautifully tailored charcoal gray business suit.


Greg told Jake about the finding of Rudolph Valentino in the Wilkins
home that afternoon.


"I think I might be involved in the case," Greg added.
"Rudy and I were both judging a beauty pageant downtown last
night. Whatever happened to Rudy, probably started then. He disappeared
right after the show, and no one could find him."


Jake's friend, and fellow screenwriter, Felicia Alburton, entered
from her cubicle next door. With the thin partitions between cubicles
in the Writer's Building, she would have been unable to avoid
hearing the whole conversation.


"Beauty contests are degrading to women," she stated
firmly. "Women work hard, taking care of their husbands and
children, and holding down jobs. Women should be judged on what
they accomplish, not how pretty they are." Felicia was an
ardent feminist. She had marched for women's suffrage the decade
before.


"But Felicia," Greg said respectfully, "this was
for charity. Rudy and I both worked for free." Greg was an
ardent do-gooder, and always taking part in charity events.


"That's a logical non sequitur," Felicia replied. "But
I want to hear all about the mystery."


"Valentino was found in white tie and tails," Jake said
to Greg. "Were you both wearing tails last night, while judging
the contest?"


"Of course!" Greg said. "It was after 6 PM, so
naturally we were in our tail coats." The Studio had thoroughly
drilled Greg in the importance of Being As Well-Dressed As Possible
At All Times. Greg routinely changed into white tie and tails
most evenings. Greg was the only patron of his local Public Library
to regularly show up there in white tie to check out books, for
instance. Greg loved to read plays, and kept up with developments
in world theater through the library. Jake had once asked him
if the librarians thought it was odd that he visited there in
tails. "Not at all," Greg replied, "Seeing how
important books are, they think everyone should be dressed up
to visit the library!"


"Maybe Valentino never changed out of his clothes from last
night," Jake speculated.


"A big crowd turned out this morning, chasing after Valentino
downtown," Felicia said. "I ate lunch with Sophie Chadwick,
the photographer from the LA Daily Watch, and she said her newspaper
had received calls about the mob scene there. Callers told her
editor that Valentino had been seen that morning around Nine O'Clock,
near a downtown fruit and vegetable market. A large crowd had
gathered looking for him, after he was first spotted. People had
called up LA newspapers, too, telling them to send out photographers.
And finally the police had been called, telling them about the
huge crowd. By the time the reporters had shown up, Valentino
was nowhere to be seen. It was quite a crowd scene, however."


"Rudy is such a big star, that he draws crowds whenever he
appears in public," Greg said.


"The fruit market is over ten miles from the Wilkins home,"
Jake said, making shorthand squiggles in the little notebook he
always carried. "Valentino was seen there at 9 AM. He was
not in the girls' closet, the first time they emptied it that
morning, around 10. Then the girls found him at the bottom of
the closet, around a quarter to 2 that afternoon. Mary Wilkins
and the three girls had been home all day. Ted Wilkins, and Mary's
unmarried sister Milly, who lives with them, both came home for
lunch around noon, and left around a half hour later."


"The next step," Jake said, closing the notebook with
a snap, "is to interview everyone at the Wilkins home."







"A snow storm came through the mountains here around 4 AM.
It was still snowing when Milly and I left for work around 8 that
morning," Ted Wilkins said to Jake, in the Wilkins' parlor.
"It stopped around an hour later, around 9, and hasn't snowed
since. The snow out front had one set of footprints leading in
and out when Milly and I got home for lunch at noon. We often
take the same streetcar back home, especially on Thursday's, when
Milly cleans up down at Perkins Department Store. And no one went
in or out the back door all day. The snow was still unbroken there
when I saw it tonight after 3."


"What about the windows?" Jake asked.


"I put all the storm windows in them last fall," Ted
Wilkins replied. "You can't open them now. I suppose you
could take the windows down again, but that would be a major operation.
And the house would get really cold. Did anybody notice such a
thing?" he asked his family.


"No, the house was comfortable all day," his wife replied.
The three girls nodded in agreement.


Ted Wilkins was a large man. He would have had no trouble picking
the slight, slender Valentino up, and moving him anywhere in the
house, Jake reflected. For that matter, both Mary Wilkins and
her younger sister Milly Lundgren were enormous, vigorous looking
women. They reminded Jake of a character in one of his favorite
comic strips, Toonerville Folks, by Fox Fontaine, Jr. The
small town of Toonerville was home to "The Powerful Katrinka,
the world's strongest woman", a kind hearted lady who was
always performing various feats of strength. And the streetcar
that had deposited Jake less than a block from the Wilkins home
reminded him of the Toonerville Trolley that played such an important
role in the humorous comic strip.


"When did you decide the girls should clean out their closet?"
Jake asked Mary.


"It was a last minute decision," Mary said. "When
Ted and Milly came home for lunch, I told them that I was going
to clean up Ted's and my bedroom, and Milly's room that afternoon.
It wasn't till around 1 that I got the idea that the girls should
clean out their closet, too. I never finished cleaning Milly's
room," Mary added sorrowfully. "Everything here got
interrupted when we found Mr. Valentino. I'll have to finish up
in Milly's bedroom this weekend."



 

"At lunch, who went in or out?" Jake asked.


"I could see the front door from where I sat in the kitchen,"
Mary replied. "We all eat lunch at the table in the kitchen.
Milly went out briefly to talk to the coal man, telling him about
how much coal we needed, then went back inside. She took off her
galoshes in the foyer by the front door, then went back to her
bedroom to hang up her coat and hat. I could see that no one else
came in with her, and that she wasn't carrying anything."


"I unlocked the trap for the coal man after I came back in,"
Milly told Jake. She was a tall woman, around ten years younger
than her sister. She worked as a cleaning lady in various LA businesses.
She led Jake into a side hallway, past her own room, and the girls'.
The coal trap was just a little panel in the side wall. You lifted
it up, and a bolt appeared in the wall. You undid the bolt, and
it unlocked the chute door into the cellar. No one could get in
or out of the house through the trap. It was just a few inches
high. On the other hand, Jake reflected, no one could see the
side hallway or the coal trap from the kitchen. If the trap had
played any role in smuggling Valentino into the house, no one
in the kitchen would have seen it. Still, the trap was so small
that one would have had trouble getting a cat through it. A grown
up man like Valentino would be impossible.


"After he was done unloading the coal, I locked the trap
again, and went back and joined everyone at lunch."


"Other than that, no one came into the front door,"
Mary said. "I could see it all during lunch."


"Did anyone else come to the house today?" Jake asked.


"The grandfather clock!" little Suzy said.


"That's right," Gretchen added. "It was delivered
here this morning around 11."


"It came in a large crate," Helen added. "The delivery
man brought it in the front door, then set the clock up in the
foyer."


"Could Valentino have been brought in in the crate?"
Jake asked.


The girls thought about this. "We all saw the delivery man
take the clock out right away. There was nothing inside the crate
except the clock," Helen said.


"I got in the box and played," Suzy added. "When
the delivery man was all done, he took the crate back with him
to his van."


"Could Valentino have been inside the grandfather clock?"
Jake said after a pause.


"I don't think so," Gretchen told Jake. "Mother
showed me how to wind up the cock, and set the pendulum. We opened
the front door of the clock right away, and set the pendulum swinging.
There was no one inside."


"Did the delivery man go anywhere in the house?"


"No," Mary said. "He came here, took the clock
out of the crate in the foyer by the front door, then left right
away. He had other deliveries to make, and it was a bad day. He
didn't go anywhere in the house but the foyer. We set the clock
going right away. I agree with Gretchen. There was no one inside
the clock when we set the pendulum swinging."


"Could the delivery man have left the footprints you saw
by the front door at noon?" Jake asked Ted Wilkins.


"Yep, they looked large and purposeful," he replied
after a pause.


"Neither the girls or I went outside all day," Mary
said.


The girls showed Jake their closet, all full of toys. Jake had
never liked toys as a kid. His favorite playthings were blocks.
He'd loved to build fabulous cities out of blocks, then make up
stories about adventures there. Even today, Jake had an overwhelming
urge to make things and to build things. It was probably part
of the reason he became a writer.







The coal delivery man was named Jeremiah Adams. He was a muscular
black man in his mid twenties. He was delivering coal in another
neighborhood when Jake caught up with him. Jake had to wait until
the huge roar made by Adams dumping coal from his truck into a
cellar had died down, so that the two men could hear to talk to
each other.


"All I did was pull up to the side of the house, and deliver
the Wilkins' coal," he told Jake, in his soft, musical voice.
"The only person who came in or out of the house while I
was there was Milly Lundgren. She came out to tell me how much
they needed, then went right back inside. I certainly would have
seen if anyone had entered or left by the coal chute."


"This would have been a young man in white tie and tails,"
Jake said.


"Oh, he was already in the house when I got there,"
Adams said casually. "I saw him through the window. He was
sleeping in a chair in the side hallway at the Wilkins'. His faced
was in shadow, and I couldn't get a good look at it, but he was
certainly all dressed up. Just like in the movies. You sure never
see people dressed like that in this neighborhood," Adams
went on. "I once delivered coal to Harold Lloyd's mansion
- that's where you see people dressed to the nines. My favorite
movie star is Anna May Wong," he added. "Did you ever
see her in The Toll of the Sea? It was all in color. It's
the most beautifully photographed film I've ever seen."


"When exactly did you see the man there?" Jake said
excitedly.


"It was after Milly went back inside. I had to back up my
truck along the street - this old lady came through with her car,
and I had to get out of her way. Then I pulled into the Wilkins'
side drive. That's when I saw the man in the evening clothes.
Then I got the truck over to the chute, opened it, and started
dumping the coal in the cellar. I was out of range of the window
then, and never looked through the window again."


"Could you see the Wilkins' front door while you were backing
up your truck around the lady's car?"


Adams thought about it. "Yes, and nobody came in or out of
the front door, after Milly went back in. It was a cold day. No
one wanted to be outside."







Greg brought Jake to Valentino's hospital room, where the star
was still sleeping. Valentino's clothes were hanging in the closet.
Jake took one look at the spotless white shirtfront Valentino
had worn, and concluded that Valentino hadn't been smuggled in
with the coal. Not unless they'd put him in a large bag or box.
One that was completely sealed up against the grimy black coal
dust, which tended to get everywhere and on everything. Even smuggling
him through the coal chute in the cellar seemed out.


Valentino's spotless patent leather shoes also seemed significant.
They clearly had not been used to walk through snow. However Valentino
entered the house, his feet had been thoroughly wrapped against
the heavy snow of the night before.


Later Jake talked to the man who'd delivered the grandfather clock.
His story matched that of Mary and the three girls.


Jake couldn't see how Valentino had been brought in the house.
And the noise the toys would make when they were pulled out of
the closet so that Valentino could be placed there also seem not
to have been heard by anyone. Mary, the three girls, Ted and Milly
all denied hearing any rattling toys, except at 10 when the girls
first pulled them out of the closet. The girls agreed that they
had put the toys back immediately after pulling them out at 10.
No one could have snuck in their bedroom and placed Valentino
in the closet then - the three girls had been in the bedroom the
whole brief time the toys were on the bedroom floor.


It all seemed impossible.







Jake had gone to consult his policeman friend, Lt. Moe Apfelbaum
of the LA Homicide squad. Moe was an intelligent man of around
35. Jake told Moe all about the case, and asked for Moe's help.
It would have to be unofficial: so far, no crimes had apparently
been committed.


"If this is a publicity stunt," Jake told Moe, "it
hasn't been very effective. So far, Valentino's studio has managed
to keep the whole thing out of the papers. There was no I.D. on
Valentino when he was found, so the hospital treated him under
the name of John Smith. That further helped squash publicity."


The next day, Moe had important news for Jake and Greg.


"Our police informants say there is an underworld plot to
kidnap Rudolph Valentino," Moe told Jake. "They think
they can get a big ransom for him from his studio. Word is that
the kidnapping was due to take place Wednesday night, right after
the beauty contest. They were going to drug Valentino, and kidnap
him then. But something happened," Moe added. "Valentino
suddenly disappeared. He just vanished right out of his dressing
room, and out of the theater. He was alone for a while in his
dressing room. Then he was gone. No one saw him leave the theater,
or even his dressing room. The kidnappers were frustrated by Valentino's
disappearance. Before they could get hold of Valentino for ransom,
he was nowhere to be found."


"Was his dressing room being watched?" Jake asked.


"No," Moe replied, "but the stage door was - the
theater didn't want any unauthorized persons crashing the show."


"I think I saw Rudy drugged," Greg said unexpectedly.
"We were having an after-show party in his dressing room.
Lots of people were there. All of a sudden, Rudy got very sleepy.
Soon, he was snoring away in his chair. No one could wake him
up. His dresser told us Rudy must be exhausted, and shooed us
all out. We all left him alone to sleep it off, and the party
shifted to my dressing room. When we went back an hour later,
Rudy was gone. At first we figured he just woke up and went home.
But the stage door guard told us that Rudy never left the theater.
It was creepy. No one has any idea how Rudy left the building.
He just vanished."


"Was Valentino eating or drinking anything?" Jake wondered.


Greg thought about this. "He was having ginger ale, and I
was having quinine water. We're both in training for our film
roles - neither of us ever touch alcohol."


"Who made up the drinks?"


"Some waiter in a tuxedo," Greg said. "Rudy was
really thirsty, and had more than one ginger ale. He'd been singing
in the show."


"Did any of these guys hang around with Valentino after you
all left?"


"No," Greg said after a while, "but they didn't
all come along to my dressing room either. They were just somewhere
in the theater - I saw most of them wandering around later that
night. They were all making as many contacts in the after-show
parties that they could - you know movie people."


"It sounds like a fake waiter doped Valentino after the show,"
Moe said. "He was probably working as an accomplice to the
kidnapping plot."







The DA's office smelled publicity potential in a Hollywood mystery
case. They grilled Mary Wilkins in the parlor of her home. Mary,
Ted and their three daughters had come home from ice skating Friday
night, and they found the DA's men waiting in the parlor. They
had arrived a bit earlier, and Milly had had no choice but to
admit them in the house. They locked Mary in the parlor and interrogated
her away from her family.


"You were Valentino's lover!" an Assistant District
Attorney told Mary accusingly. "You were involved in the
attempt to kidnap him."


Mary looked at him as if he were crazy. Then she started laughing.


"That's right," Mary said ironically. "Valentino
was dating Pola Negri and those other famous Hollywood actresses,
but he dumped them all for me. Rudolph Valentino and I were having
a secret affair. He regularly snuck into this house while I was
doing my husband and kids' washing and ironing, and showered me
with mad, passionate kisses. Of course, my husband suspected nothing.
So naturally, I drugged Valentino's cocoa that I made for him,
and stuffed his body in my kids' closet, so my husband could learn
all about our affair."


"Don't you see how ridiculous that sounds?" Mary continued.
"Even my husband doesn't believe that there was anything
going on between Valentino and me."


Milly was also grilled by the DA's men.


"You're that rabble rouser who's trying to organize a union,"
they told her. "We have a big file on your activities."


"I've never broken any laws," Milly told them defiantly.
"You and the police should stop harassing me."


Even the DA couldn't tie Milly to Valentino in any way. Milly
was trying to organize a union involving her fellow janitors and
cleaning women. She definitely had no contacts in Hollywood circles.


Eventually, the DA's men left.


The three girls, who'd been watching anxiously, went to their
bedroom to put away their ice skates in their closet. Gretchen
was bending over. She noticed a bright blue woman's high heeled
shoe on the floor of the closet. The three girls pulled the toys
off. There was a sleeping middle-aged woman, in a light blue dress,
on the floor of the closet. None of the girls recognized her.
The woman woke up when they shook her. She looked around in awe
and wonder.


"You must be Gretchen, Helen and Suzy," she told them.
They all nodded their heads. "My name is Felicia Alburton.
The last thing I remember, is that I was having dinner with Rudolph
Valentino."







Felicia was unharmed, but a bit groggy. The Wilkins called Jake
in right away, while tending to Felicia. Jake soon arrived on
the trolley.


Felicia told Jake and the Wilkins all about her ordeal. She had
been eating dinner with Valentino in a restaurant earlier that
night, talking about a movie script she was writing in which Valentino
hoped to star. A man dressed like a waiter in a tuxedo had plopped
a piece of chocolate cake down in front of Valentino, and said
"Compliments of the House!" Restaurants often did such
things for a big star like Valentino.


"Rudy was on a diet," Felicia explained. "So I
ate the cake instead. The management asked Rudy to sing a song.
He went up to the band, and started singing Return to Sorrento.
The cake must have been drugged. I started getting really weak,
and nearly passed out at the table. I couldn't see anything clearly,
but I could still hear voices. A man near me said 'when we get
them outside, put the cuffs on Valentino and take him to the boss.
And kill the broad.' I was terrified, but I couldn't move or speak.
All of a sudden, the lights went out in the restaurant. Then a
minute later, someone whispered in my ear. 'I'm a friend. We've
got to get away.' This person propped me up, and half carried,
half dragged me out of the restaurant. That's about all I remember."


"Was the whisperer a man or a woman?" Jake asked.


"I don't know," Felicia said. "But whoever they
were, the whisperer saved my life."


"The whisperer probably brought you here, and put you in
the girls' closet," Jake said. "I bet the whisperer
rescued Valentino from the gangsters after the beauty contest,
and brought him here, too. The whisperer sounds like a good person.
But who is he?"


Everyone looked at each other in bewilderment.


"Valentino and I have both ridden the Hollywood Toy Express,"
Felicia said. "It starts out at Hollywood theaters or restaurants,
and winds up in the Wilkins girls' toy closet. The whisperer is
both the ticket agent and the conductor on the express. He puts
you on the train, and sees that you wind up under the toys."

Part II: Untying the Knots


Milly took Felicia back to her bedroom, to look for a coat Felicia
could wear on her trip home. Felicia seemed completely recovered.


Jake was still in his festive black yachtsman's evening rig, after
attending a literary dinner earlier that night. It was what the
well-dressed ship's captain would wear, for a formal evening affair.
Such yachtsman's outfits were high fashion in the 1920's. Jake's
beautifully fitted black mess jacket was hung with gold braid,
which looped under the huge stiff gold and black epaulettes on
his shoulders. A white evening shirt, high starched white collar,
black bow tie, elegant black trousers with a black satin stripe
down their side, black patent leather evening shoes and a high
peaked black yachtsman's cap with a huge curving shiny black visor
completed his jaunty appearance. Jake wrote sea adventure tales
for the pulp magazines, in addition to his Hollywood work. Jake
never missed a chance to wear nautical gear himself, like the
heroes of his stories. He had just finished a tale in which his
series hero had piloted his steamship up the treacherous rapids
of the Upper Amazon in Peru, to bring medical supplies to an isolated
community. Jake had been a poor teenager growing up, and never
had any decent clothes. Now, as a grown-up, he loved being dressed
to the nines. The dinner had been in honor of Belgian playwright
Maurice Maeterlinck, who had just arrived in Hollywood to work
as a scenarist at one of the studios.


Ted Wilkins was especially impressed with Jake's outfit. "It
brings back memories of when I shipped out on a banana boat to
Nicaragua," he told Jake happily. "Of course, they never
let us wear anything as sharp as that aboard The Pride of Tallahassee,"
naming his old boat. "All we had were white sailor suits."
Like most men, Ted strongly approved of Jake's nautical gear.


Jake promptly got out his writer's notebook, and prompted Ted
for details of his summer on the banana boat. It was Ted's first
job as a teenager, before he met Mary. Jake took notes on everything.
He never knew when he could use it later in a sea story.


"Of course," Ted said, "if I'd stayed at sea I'd
never have met Mary. She's been the good angel of my life. Being
a sailor is a lonely way to live."


Soon, the taxi Jake called so he could take Felicia home arrived.
Jake slipped on the heavy Captain's greatcoat he wore outdoors
over the nautical rig. It was the same shade of black as his mess jacket and evening trousers, 
double-breasted, and with two shiny columns of brass buttons that 
rose up in a V array towards his shoulders. 
Jake looked incredibly dressy.


"If you learn anything more," Jake told the Wilkins,
"please call me right away."


"Aye-aye, Captain," Ted told him.







Police Captain Jessup was sitting in his office late on Saturday,
talking with several of his men. He had just hung up the phone.


"That was the Commissioner," he told them. "We
need to send in an officer tonight to take charge of the situation
at the Van Der Voort estate. There'll be one of those big benefits
there tonight at 8. Our underworld informants say there will be
another attempt to kidnap Rudolph Valentino there, when he appears
at the benefit. The only problem is, the officer has to have one
of those formal outfits to wear, to pass unnoticed among the guests.
You know, with the black tail coats and the high white tie and
collar. It's too late now to try to rent one - the stores all
are closed tonight."


"Who's got a tail coat?"


The Captain's driver spoke up. "I saw Richard Dix wear one
in a movie last night". Gahagan had an off-trail view of
the world. "Those movie stars always wear them."


"Who on the force has got one?" the Captain asked patiently.


"There's Petrovich," one of the Sergeants said. "His
father works as a waiter at the speakeasy, the Bucket of Blood."


"He'd never pass as a society swell - that waiter outfit
of his pop looks about a hundred years old. What about you, Rafferty?
Didn't your brother wear one of those things to his wedding last
year?"


"It was rented sir," Rafferty replied, with a visible
sense of relief. "There's no one I know who could lend me
one of those things."


The Captain's youngest aide spoke up.


"Sir, didn't Apfelbaum wear a white tie outfit in some of
those publicity pictures last fall, after that Carson gang case?
That movie studio publicity department fixed him up for the press
pictures."


"Apfelbaum's a good man," the Captain said. "He's
our man for tonight."


"Apfelbaum?" he soon said on the phone. "Do you
still have that tailcoat outfit from last fall? Good. You're to
report in my office for an assignment in half an hour. You will
be fully dressed in your white tie and tails. It's for a society
shindig tonight. You'll have the full soup and fish. Tail coat,
top hat, gloves, everything you've got. That's an order!"


The Captain got an evil grin on his face. "This is going
to be rich," the Captain told his men. "I've never seen
a policeman yet who didn't look like a lug in one of these getups.
Probably everything will be a half a size too small for him. We'll
let him squirm around for a while before we let him off the hook
and out the door to the Van Der Voort pile."


Moe knew he was being set up, but he reported to the Captain's
office anyway, after a quick trip home. He'd never let any of
his buddies on the force see him in white tie and tails. Moe knew
that poking fun of officers when dressed up for undercover assignments
was a police tradition. Now it was his turn in the barrel. He
squared his shoulders, and entered the Captain's office.


Everyone was laughing in the office, but the laughter soon changed
to something else. People were all staring at Moe. Moe stood there
in full white tie and tails. Moe did not look like a lug. Instead,
he looked amazingly good. Everything about the white tie and tails
was beautifully tailored. Huge peaked black satin lapels pointed
up to Moe's broad shoulders. Black patent leather evening shoes
gleamed on his feet. A tall shiny black top hat was worn at a
jaunty angle, and he carried a black cane in his white gloved
hands. Moe looked like a society swell himself. In fact, he looked
classier than most society types.


"It's like the King of Hungary just showed up here,"
the Captain thought.


"Gee, Lieutenant," Gahagan said, "You look just
like Richard Dix!"







Moe, Greg and the man they were trying to protect, Rudolph Valentino,
were waiting in a study at the Van Der Voort mansion for the charity
benefit to begin. For his appearance, Valentino was going to demonstrate
the tango, and he had asked Greg to sing in the benefit, too.
The Lieutenant had never met Valentino before. For that matter,
he hardly knew Greg, having met him briefly on several of the
cases he and Jake had solved. All three men were in full white
tie and tails. Moe wondered what actors talked about when they
got together. Moe would soon find out.


"I am so glad you could come, old buddy," Valentino
told Greg. "I knew you would not fail me for tonight's benefit."
Valentino and Greg had known each other since their early days
as struggling actors in Hollywood.


Greg gave Valentino his biggest smile. Greg reminded Moe of the
Apfelbaum family tomcat, Whiskers. When Whiskers was happy, you
could hear him purring through the whole house.


Greg introduced Moe to Valentino.


"You're the policeman who stood up to the mob, aren't you,"
Valentino said enthusiastically, referring to the Phantom Cop
mystery of the previous fall. "It is an honor to meet you."


"Lieutenant, that is a very fine set of tails," Valentino
continued. "It is the work of Perlucci, right?"


Moe was startled. Ambrosio Perlucci was the top tailor at Mammoth-Art
Studio who had created his suit, when he had been involved with
the publicity pictures last fall. "That's right," he
replied. "How did you know?"


"Look at the curve of the waistcoat," Valentino said.
"Only Perlucci could have done this. And the way that the
two front edges of the tailcoat curve over the shirtfront. It
is like a piece of sculpture. Tell me, Lieutenant," he added
politely, "of what material is this waistcoat made. I have
never seen anything like it."


Moe had no idea, and was about to say so, when Greg spoke up.


"It is a new double pique weave, with a soft lacquer finish,
reinforced inside with a linen blend," Greg said. "Perlucci
told me all about it while he was making the waistcoat up for
the Lieutenant."


A technical discussion between Greg and Rudy followed. Moe got
interested in spite of himself, and soon was asking the two actors
all sorts of questions about clothes. They explained to him about
the different kinds of patent leather used to make evening shoes,
the best ways of lighting them so that they would glow on the
movie screen, and which kinds were best for orthochromatic and
panchromatic film stocks.


"I envy you Lieutenant," Valentino continued. "Perlucci
is under exclusive contract to Mammoth-Art, so I cannot obtain
any clothes from him."


After Valentino left, Greg turned to Moe. "Isn't Rudy swell,
Lieutenant? I told you he wasn't stuck-up. He and I are just like
two guys you'd meet in any corner saloon."


Moe agreed that Valentino, like Greg, seemed to be a decent person.
Moe had seen a schedule of the two actors' charity appearances,
and felt exhausted just reading it. But he doubted if either Valentino
or Greg much resembled the occupants of the Bucket of Blood, where
Moe's Homicide team had just mopped up after an ugly fatal stabbing.


On the other hand, Moe thought, this was not necessarily a bad
thing. Moe often felt that being a regular guy was overrated.
The two performers were bringing fun to millions of people, while
the denizens of the Bucket of Blood were sitting there drinking
their lives away. It would be much better, Moe thought, if more
people would try to be themselves, instead of trying to be average.







Gahagan was at the party, too. The giant policeman turned out
to be the same size as Greg, and the actor had lent him one of
his tailcoats, as well as a pair of patent leather shoes to go
with it. Gahagan was fascinated with the steel plates on Greg's
evening shoes, and made a loud click by snapping his heels together
every time he was introduced to someone. The single Gahagan was
also enjoying flirting with one of the maids serving canaps,
a woman who was about as tall as he was. Gahagan was making the
maid laugh. To Moe, she looked like a hard working person, who
could use a little laughter in her life.


The maid came up to the Lieutenant, carrying a tray of canaps.
"Those gangsters that tried to kidnap Valentino that night
at the theater are here again tonight," she said quietly
but eagerly.


An announcement was soon made by Mrs. Van Der Voort.


"Mr. Valentino will be retreating into the library now. He
will quietly decide there the best entertainer at tonight's contest.
We ask you to please leave Rudy, that is, Mr. Valentino,"
Mrs. Van Der Voort blushed here, "all alone in the library
for the next ten minutes, so that he can make this important decision
in peace."


Valentino headed off to the door to the library. He waved to the
crowd at the ball, then entered the library and closed the door
behind him.







Two big men in tuxedos entered the dark library. They saw Valentino
sitting alone deep in a leather armchair, his white shirt front
gleaming, his face sunk in shadow.


"Time to come with us, Rudy," one of the men said sneeringly.
He pulled out a gun, and held it trained on the movie star. With
a smirk he told Valentino, "Mr. De Mille is waiting for you
at the studio."


Suddenly, a dozen of Moe's men converged on the two gangsters,
emerging from all of the dark corners of the library.


The man in the chair stood up. It was not Valentino. It was Lt.
Apfelbaum.


"Sorry, boys," Moe said quietly, "But Cecil B.
De Mille will have to wait a little longer. Maybe he can feed
Gloria Swanson to the lions again today, instead."


Later, a laughing Moe told Jake, "People have mistaken me
for Rudolph Valentino. Maybe I'm ready for a contract in the movies!"







Jake had solved the mystery earlier that afternoon.


The afternoon before the party, Jake stood under a large stand
of bamboo, sheltered by a wall at Mammoth-Art Studio. It was cold
outdoors. Jake turned up the collar of the sharp black leather
trenchcoat he wore over his suit. The shiny coat went down to
Jake's ankles, and gave him plenty of protection from the cold.
The bamboo was in flower. This species of bamboo only flowered
every 26 years. All over the world, clumps of this species were
flowering, all at once. Jake was amazed at this as were plant
scientists. No one could figure out what caused such simultaneous
flowerings of bamboo, everywhere it was planted from China to
North America. The bamboo seemed to be able to tell time. Jake
thought about the mysteries of time. Soon, he was thinking about
the Valentino case...


Suddenly, Jake began to understand how Valentino entered the Wilkins
home. And how he got into the kids' toy closet. It was all a matter
of timing. Soon, he'd figured out how Valentino left the theater
after the beauty contest, too.


Jake went out to have a serious talk with one of the principals
in the case.







Jake immediately confronted Milly Lundgren about her role in the
mystery. She had confessed everything to Jake.


"It all began when you snuck into the theater during the
beauty contest," Jake said. "You were wearing your cleaning
woman's uniform. You knew the women who cleaned at the theater,
and just how to pass yourself off as an employee of the same agency.
So you had no trouble getting in backstage that night after the
show."


"I wanted to see Rudolph Valentino," Milly said quietly.
"He is my idol. I've seen all of his movies. When I went
into his dressing room, he was sound asleep in his chair. Then
I heard two men come in. I was trapped, and went and hid behind
a screen in the corner of the dressing room. They had no idea
I was there. They started talking about how they were planning
to kidnap Valentino. I was horrified. The men were a pair of fiends.
They were gangsters, and they were going to hold Valentino for
ransom. They left, and said they were going to get a car. I left
the dressing room, found a maid's cart for hauling laundry and
dresses, went back to the dressing room, and gently put Mr. Valentino
in it. Then I wheeled him out of the dressing room, and out of
the theater."


"No one pays any attention to a cleaning lady with a laundry
cart," Jake said. "That was how you were able to get
Valentino out of a crowded theater, completely unnoticed."


"Once we got to the next street, I propped Valentino up on
my shoulder, as if he were drunk, and took him to my home on the
streetcar," Milly said. "He was groggy from the drug,
but could walk around with guidance, and ride the streetcar. Maybe
I should have taken him to the police. But they've hounded us
union organizers relentlessly, and didn't want to give them any
excuse to say I was somehow involved with the plot against Valentino."


"You brought Valentino home that night, before it started
snowing at 4 AM," Jake went on. "Everyone else at your
home was asleep. You locked his body in your bedroom closet, letting
him sleep off the drug. The next morning, you went to the farmer's
market, and started telling everyone excitedly you'd spotted Valentino.
Soon, you got a big crowd all worked up. Then you went to a phone
booth, and started calling reporters and the police."


"I wanted the gangsters to hear about it, and be confused
about where Mr. Valentino was," Milly said.


"It confused me, too," Jake admitted. "Everyone
thought Valentino had been smuggled into your house that morning,
maybe while the coal was being delivered, which seemed impossible.
No one realized that Valentino had been brought in the night before."


Jake went on. "Your sister Mary announced at lunch that day
that she was going to clean your room that afternoon. At lunch,
you went out to talk with the coal man. After you returned to
the house, you went back to your bedroom to remove your coat and
hat. At that time, you transferred Valentino from your closet
to that of the three girls, so Mary wouldn't find him in your
bedroom when she cleaned it. You briefly left Valentino on a chair
in the side hallway, where the coal man Jeremiah Adams saw him.
The roar of the coal being poured into the cellar, covered up
any noise made by adjusting the toys in the girls' closet. Then
you rejoined your family for lunch, and left for your job afterwards.
You didn't suspect that anyone would find Valentino in the girls'
closet that afternoon."


Milly nodded her head.


"That's when I began to suspect you were involved,"
Jake said. "You were the only person moving around the house
when the coal was being poured. Its noise would make a period
when the toys could be moved without anyone hearing it. Everyone
else was together at lunch when the coal was emptied into the
cellar. I didn't see how you could have brought Valentino into
the house then. But you certainly could have carried him from
your room, to the girls' room across the hall, without anyone
in the kitchen seeing you."


"I was trailing Mr. Valentino the next night, hoping to find
the gangsters again," Milly said. "I saw what happened
at the restaurant, and heard how they planned to kill that nice
lady he was dining with. She'd been drugged, too. So I took out
the fuse at the restaurant, dousing the lights, and brought her
to my home where she'd be safe. Mary said that she was going to
finish cleaning out my room soon, so I put her in the girls' closet."


Milly and Jake talked over Milly's concerns about the police.
Then Jake brought Milly to talk with Lt. Apfelbaum.







It was all over. The gangsters who'd tried to kidnap Valentino
at the benefit had been taken away in handcuffs.


The Lieutenant was thanking Milly Lundgren for her help. Moe had
asked her to work as a maid at the benefit, and see if she could
try to spot the two men who'd attempted to kidnap Valentino from
the theater. She was still in the maid's costume, in which she
identified the gangsters earlier in the evening.


"I'm going to try to keep your name out of this case entirely,"
Moe was telling her. "We don't want anyone in the underworld
to take reprisals against you or your family. No one will ever
know about how you took Valentino to your home, and hid him there,
from the gangsters who were trying to kidnap him."


Valentino came in. He went up to Milly, bowed to her and kissed
her fingers.


"I will be in eternal debt to the noble young woman who saved
my life," he told her. Valentino looked at her with his smoldering,
passionate eyes.


Gahagan was also there. He asked Milly to go dancing with him
after the benefit. One could tell that Gahagan was sweet on her.
He'd never met anyone so courageous before in his life, and Milly
awed him.


While Milly was changing back in her street clothes, Greg told
Gahagan to keep the tailcoat for the evening and go dancing in
it. Soon, Milly and Gahagan were going out the door of the Van
Der Voort mansion. They wound up dancing all night at the Tivoli
Revue Palace, a giant dance hall in the city.


Milly and Gahagan were married a few months later. Samuel Gompers,
who was in town, came and danced with Milly at her wedding, a
great honor. The union leader made a speech about how proud everyone
in the union movement was of Milly Lundgren. 
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The Villain who Vanished



A Jacob Black "Impossible Crime" Mystery


By Michael E. Grost


The murder was seen. An unimpeachable witness saw the killing
take place. Yet the killer seemingly vanished from the murder
room as if he were a phantom, or could travel through the fifth
dimension. The killer left behind a room with a locked window,
and a bolted door. How could this have happened?


All of this took place, not in a Gothic mansion in the country,
but in an ordinary office building. In Los Angeles, California,
on a sunny Friday morning in 1924.


Later that day, an army of police traipsed around the victim's
office. Here is a diagram they made of the office.



 

The crime was seen by Sy Bernstein, a highly respectable and honest
businessman. The reader can rest assured that Sy Bernstein told
the police everything that he saw, and as accurately and as best
as he understood it. Still, the story Bernstein told seemed absolutely
impossible.







Sy Bernstein was on his way to an important business meeting.
Bernstein was Vice President in Charge of Business Development
at Mammoth-Art Studios in Hollywood. He was meeting a New York
financier, Albert Z. Peterson, to raise capital for Mammoth-Art's
next year of filmmaking. Sy was 55, balding, and of above average
height. His eyesight was excellent.


The Cowman Building was a typical looking office building in downtown
Los Angeles, nothing fancy, but respectable. The upper floors
were filled with furnished offices, that could be rented by the
day or week by out of town businessmen visiting Los Angeles. Peterson
was just in Los Angeles for a few days, and had rented an office
there. There was a large lobby on the ground floor, and an elevator
and stairs leading above. Sy entered the waiting elevator.


"Albert Z. Peterson's office," Sy told the elevator
operator. The red-haired operator consulted his sheet, and started
the fast elevator in motion upwards. Sy was the only passenger.
Occupancy in the building was low, and there were not many people
around. In fact, the elevator operator and a lady talking Russian
with a friend in the lobby were the only three people Sy had seen.


"Eighth floor," the operator soon said, opening the
elevator door. "Mr. Peterson is the first door on the left,
around the corner." Sy soon found the office.


A plain cardboard sign on the closed office door, said "Albert
Z. Peterson". Sy could see a man sitting at a desk through
the large glass window panel in the door. The panel glass was
wavy. It blurred outlines a little bit. Sy could not make out
the man's features clearly through the panel. But he could see
the man's blue suit, his large desk, and even an open window in
the back wall of the office. Sy knocked on the door.


"Enter," a polite voice called out.


The man at the desk rose in friendly greeting. "Albert Z.
Peterson," he introduced himself. Peterson was a handsome
man of around fifty, with a charming smile. He was very well dressed
in a well-tailored but quiet blue business suit. He motioned Sy
to a chair in front of the desk, and resumed his seat behind it.
Peterson radiated prosperity and confidence.


The office was simple, even Spartan. It was a simple rectangle.
It had a door, in its South wall, the one through which Sy had
entered. It had but a single window, in the far North wall. This
was the window Sy had already noticed when first looking through
the door. The window was open. Aside from the desk and two chairs,
the other main furniture was a large bookcase, around seven feet
high and ten feet wide, on the left hand, West wall of the room.
The bookcase was completely empty, its wide shelves gathering
dust. There was also a screen in one corner.


Sy's business with Peterson was highly confidential. Peterson
had closed the door to the office. But he had not locked the door,
or dropped down the bolt that could lie in a metal slot on the
inside door frame.


"Here is the prospectus," Sy told Peterson. Sy handed
him a twenty page typewritten document. "It outlines all
of Mammoth-Art Studio's business plans for the coming year."


Peterson took the document, and placed in a drawer in the desk
in front of him.


"Thank you very much, Mr. Bernstein," Peterson replied.
Peterson gave Sy his biggest and most charming smile. "I
can assure you that it will be read with the utmost care. On Monday,
I will get back with you, and share with you and the Studio my
thoughts at that time." Peterson made a hand gesture, politely
but firmly signally that the business meeting was over.


Sy was nonplused. "I came prepared today for a complete discussion
of the proposed business plan," Sy said to Peterson tentatively.
"If you have any questions, please call me at Mammoth-Art."


Sy was puzzled. Peterson's reputation in financial circles was
that of a hardcase. Sy had expected a relentless grilling. And
Peterson was known as a ferocious antagonist and negotiator. Why
was he being so charming to Sy?


Perhaps Peterson had another meeting soon, and wanted to get rid
of Sy as fast as possible.


"It has been a great pleasure meeting you," Peterson
said, standing up. He showed Sy to the door.


After Sy left the room, he could hear Peterson drop the bolt on
the inside of the closed office door.


Sy wandered into the lobby by the elevator. It was still deserted.
Before summoning the elevator to take him down to the ground floor,
Sy paused to think.


"I did not even get a chance to warn Peterson to keep the
business plan confidential," Sy realized. "If the details
leaked out to Mammoth-Art's competitors, they could make millions
at the Studio's expense. It might not be a bad idea to mention
this to Peterson."


Sy retraced his steps, the short distance to Peterson's office.


He was about to knock, when he saw strange things through the
glass panel in the door.


Two men were fighting in Peterson's office. They were locked in
fierce combat, near the open window in the rear wall of the office.


Sy could not make out their faces, blurred by the door's wavy
glass panel. One was a man in a blue suit. Sy guessed that was
Peterson. The other was wearing a full-length camel's hair coat,
with the collar turned up, and a hat that prevented Sy from seeing
his hair. His back was to Sy and the door. The man in the camel's
hair coat had the other man in a death grip.


With a final lunge, the man in the camel's hair coat lifted the
man in the blue suit up. He threw the man in the blue suit out
the open window. There was a terrifying scream from the man in
the blue suit, as he plunged out the window, plummeting to his
death.


The man in the camel's hair coat closed the window. And apparently
locked it, although this was hard for Sy to see through the wavy
glass door panel. Then the man moved rapidly to the left of the
office. He was out of Sy's field of vision at the door, and Sy
could no longer see him.


Sy was horrified. But he had always been a decisive person in
a crisis.


Sy took his studio identification card, and stuck it through the
door frame. He used it to lift up the bolt, on the other side
of the door. Then he threw open the door, and went into the office.


It was completely empty.


The room's one window was still closed. Sy had not taken his eyes
off it since he had seen the man thrown out it.


Sy was amazed. He could see the entire room at a glance, from
the doorway.


No one was inside.


However, Sy could not see under the cubbyhole of the desk. He
gingerly walked forward to the desk, and peeked under it.


The cubbyhole was empty.


Sy moved over and stood by the still closed window. From there,
he could glance behind the screen. No one was behind the screen.
The screen merely concealed an empty coat rack, a simple standing
metal pole with hooks on it.


Sy also looked at the bookcase. It was flush against the wall.
No one could be hiding behind it, or on either side of it. Or
on top of it.


Looking in the cubbyhole and behind the screen had taken Sy less
than ten seconds. He had hardly taken his eye off the window to
do so.


Sy unlocked and opened the window, and looked out. Far below,
he could see the crowds gathered around the body on the sidewalk.


Sy had a sudden moment of panic. What would happen if someone
got ahold of the document? It would be disastrous if Mammoth-Art's
rivals learned its contents. Sy closed and locked the window,
and moved back to the desk. Sy opened the drawer where he had
seen Peterson place the document.


A few other documents were there. But Sy's business plan was missing.


Sy hurriedly opened the other desk drawers. None of them contained
his precious document.


Sy went back out into the deserted hallway. He rang for the elevator.
Soon it arrived. The operator took him down to the ground floor.
Sy went out the lobby, out the building, and immediately found
a policeman on the next corner.







Jacob Black, known to his friends as Jake, was a scriptwriter
at Mammoth-Art Studio. Jake was a gifted amateur sleuth, who had
worked with the Los Angeles police as an unofficial consultant
on many cases. Jake was thirty years old, and was wearing a spiffy
charcoal gray business suit.


Jake was in his cubicle at the Writer's Building when a call came
though from J. D. Upshaw, the head of Mammoth-Art Studio.


"Black," Upshaw's unmistakable voice told Jake over
the wire. "We need your detective skills immediately. The
guard will take you to the crime scene. Give it your all!"


Jake had hardly a chance to say "yes, sir" when the
studio security guard arrived. He was wearing a motorcycle cop's
uniform, and hustled Jake downstairs. Jake recognized the cop
- it was Al Kucinich, one of the Studio's top security guards,
a muscular man in his twenties. Al led Jake to his motorcycle,
parked in front of the Writer's Building. He handed Jake a black
leather helmet, and urged him to put it on. It matched an identical
helmet Al was wearing, as part of his head-to-toe black leather
motorcycle cop uniform.


"We're going to make a fast trip," Al told Jake with
a grin.


Al seated himself on the motorcycle, and had Jake sit down right
behind him.


"Wrap your arms around my waist," Al ordered, "and
hang on tight!"


Al varoomed away from the curb. Jake had never been on a motorbike
before. He found it both exciting and terrifying. Jake clung to
Al for all he was worth, and prayed that Al would not have an
accident. After the most frightening ten minutes of Jake's life,
they pulled up at the Cowman Building.







Jake's policeman friend, Los Angeles Homicide Lieutenant Moe Apfelbaum,
was already there. He greeted Jake warmly, and filled him in on
the details.


"We've sealed off the building," Moe told Jake. "People
can only exit through the front lobby. Everyone who leaves is
searched by the police, looking for Mammoth-Art's missing business
plan. Sy Bernstein is there with the police, ready to identify
the missing document if it is found.


"I made record time getting here," Moe added with a
grin. "Your colleague Bernstein called Studio head Upshaw,
who called the Police Commissioner, who called me. And half the
police force in LA. Upshaw has clout! The Commissioner also got
search warrants from a judge, to look for the document. Unscrupulous
rivals of Mammoth-Art will pay a fortune for the missing business
plan."


As the head of a Hollywood studio, Upshaw had the power wielded
by the Medicis in Renaissance Florence. The police and City Hall
jumped to do his bidding. Jake was not sure if he entirely approved.
Still, Upshaw's needs were strictly on the side of the law here.
A man had been murdered and an invaluable document stolen. Upshaw
wanted the killer arrested and the document found - not necessarily
in that order. Within ten minutes of the crime, the Cowman Building
was swarming with police.


The building was also full of Mammoth-Art security guards, sent
in by Upshaw. They were in navy blue police uniforms, utterly
official and authoritative looking. They looked much better than
the real police, and far more authentic. There were also a half
a dozen Mammoth-Art motorcycle cops in the street outside the
building, astride huge black motorbikes. All were garbed in the
same spectacular motorcycle uniform that Al was wearing. The black
leather uniforms were a cross between an air pilot's flying gear,
and a police motorcycle uniform. The sharp uniforms attracted
a lot of attention. Many of the young men who worked in the district
were crowding around the studio motorcycle cops, asking them all
about their work at Mammoth-Art. Jake couldn't blame them. Al
did look like the hero of a pulp magazine detective story in his
black leather uniform. The uniforms were designed to exude the
glamorous image, that was so important to a movie studio. Jake
noticed one young man in particular, who was talking excitedly
to Al, and asking questions about every detail of his uniform.







The policeman guarding the body on the sidewalk told Jake and
Moe, "There are no documents in this man's pockets or jacket."


"Could someone have stolen the missing business plan from
the body?" Jake asked.


"I don't think so," the officer replied. "My corner
is just down the street. I got here just a few seconds after he
fell. And I searched the body right away. There was nothing on
him like the papers you described. He carried a wallet and a watch.
That was it. The wallet has around two hundred dollars in it,
and lots of cards identifying him as Albert Z. Peterson. Both
Peterson's New York driver's license, and several men's club ID's,
have photos on them that match the body."


"I saw him fall," a man named Harrigan added. "No
one went near the body before the officer arrived." Harrigan
was a man around thirty, with sandy blond hair, wearing a gray
business suit. He worked as an insurance agent, in an office down
the street from the Cowman Building.


Jake wondered if Harrigan had stolen the papers from the body.
But it seemed unlikely. Harrigan would have had to have been down
on the street, waiting for the body to land, ready to search it
right after it fell.


"We also searched Harrigan here", the officer told Moe
and Jake. "Harrigan did not have the papers on him. He would
have to have removed them from the body right after it landed,
then concealed them somewhere out of sight. We also searched the
surrounding street, but found nothing."


"Probably the man in the camel's hair coat had already put
the business papers in his pocket," Jake said, "before
Sy returned to witness the killing. Then the man in the coat took
them with him when he somehow disappeared from the room."


An ambulance drove up. "This man is still alive," the
ambulance intern told a surprised Moe and Jake.


"That awning broke his fall," Harrigan said, pointing
to a large, partially collapsed awning above an entrance to the
Cowman Building.


The attendants loaded Peterson on a stretcher into the ambulance,
and took off, siren blaring.







"You must be Jacob Black," a uniformed police officer
told Jake, back in the lobby of the Cowman Building. "Lt.
Sean Patrick Murphy," the impressive-looking officer said,
introducing himself to Jake. He clasped Jake's hand in a strong
grip. "Pleased to meet you, son."


"Pleased to meet you too, sir," Jake found himself saying.


Lt. Murphy was a tall, handsome man of around 50. His muscular
build was emphasized by the well-tailored navy blue police uniform
he wore. The good looking, fatherly Murphy seemed like everybody's
image of a top cop in the movies. It took a few minutes for Jake
to realize that Lt. Murphy was an officer of the Mammoth-Art Studio
Police, one of the Studio security guards, and not a real cop.
His uniform's elaborate looking insignia were not those of the
LAPD, although they looked far more official. The insignia read
SPA. Jake knew that SP stood for the Studio Police, but was unsure
what the A meant.


Lt. Murphy had kind looking eyes.


"Come upstairs to our command headquarters," Lt. Murphy
told Jake. The Lieutenant gently took hold of Jake's elbow, and
steered him towards the elevator.


After Jake and Murphy reached the eighth floor, the officer took
Jake to the office across from Peterson's. "This office was
empty this morning," Lt. Murphy told Jake. "Too bad,
because no one was here to witness anything in Peterson's office
across the hall. But we've rented it now, to be Mammoth-Art Security
Headquarters for the investigation." Lt. Murphy ushered Jake
inside.


Three men in navy blue Police Sergeant's uniforms came to attention,
and saluted Lt. Murphy. The three were built like gorillas. "At
Ease!" Lt. Murphy told his men. Sgt. Boyle looked tough and
intimidating. He was tapping his nightstick against his hand.
Sgt. Foley was seated in front of a complicated-looking portable
radio broadcasting unit, which was in communication with the Studio.
Sgt. Clancy looked friendly and good natured. He went over and
slapped Jake on the back. The trim, brand new looking uniforms
of the three men fit them like gloves. Whoever had designed the
uniforms had created them to call attention to their wearer's
musculature.


"We received a call on the radio that you were coming,"
Sgt. Foley told Jake friendily. "And a description of you."
Foley had a pleasant, business-like voice. Like his fellow Sergeants,
he was around Jake's age, thirty. Like his brother officers, he
had a clean cut look, with short, freshly trimmed hair, polished
belt buckle and collar insignia, and recently spit shined black
leather boots. The fierce looking Sgt. Boyle was black haired,
Sgt. Foley was a wavy dark blond, and Sgt. Clancy was a classic
red-headed Irishman. The three Mammoth-Art security guards looked
like the idealized image of Police Sergeants in the movies, both
rough and tumble, and spit and polish. Not for the first time
since he came to Hollywood, Jake felt he was in the presence of
a glamorous, entertaining, movie-land version of things that was
not quite real. The classy looking Lt. Murphy and his muscle-man
Sergeants looked right out of Central Casting.


"If there is anything we can do, son," Lt. Murphy told
Jake, "to help your investigation, just let us know. We also
rented the office next door, which was unoccupied this morning
too. You can use it to make phone calls, or interview people."
At a signal from Lt. Murphy, Sgt. Clancy tossed Jake the office
key. You could see Sgt. Clancy's shoulders and chest muscles rippling
under the fabric of his close fitting uniform.


"Good catch!" Sgt. Clancy told Jake. "Did you play
baseball in high school?"


"Only on vacant lots," Jake told him, with a grin. Jake
had never been athletic in school. But he had been working out
at one of the Studio gyms ever since he came to Mammoth-Art, trying
to build up his muscles. Jake's friend Greg had urged Jake to
take advantage of the free fitness training Mammoth-Art staff
received there.


"We also have master keys for the Cowman Building,"
Lt. Murphy told Jake. "They will open up every office, door
and desk in the Building. We've had copies made for our officers."
The Lieutenant pointed to impressive sets of keys that dangled
from the wide leather uniform belts of the three Sergeants. "They'll
even open the maintenance lockers, the elevators, the cash register
in the lunch room, and the stalls in the men's room."


"Yes, Sir! We can penetrate anything in this building, sir,"
Sgt. Boyle said aggressively, "whether people want us to
or not."


Sgt. Foley and Sgt. Clancy nodded happily in agreement.







Two picture perfect Mammoth-Art security guards in navy blue police
uniforms let Jake into Peterson's office. Both were of Corporal's
rank, with two chevrons on their sleeves. They saluted Jake smartly,
then resumed their guard duty in the hall outside Peterson's door.
Their polished badges gleamed in the bright noon time sunshine
that flooded the Cowman Building. Both men looked much more like
policemen, than most of the real police in the building did.


Jake examined the window in Peterson's office. It seemed like
a perfectly ordinary window. It contained two large panes. The
lower could move up and down; the upper was fixed in place. When
the bottom pane was completely lowered, it could be fastened and
locked by turning a small metal handle that fastened against a
metal catch on the upper pane. The window had no curtains. And
its pull-down blind was rolled up to the very top of the window,
out of the way. Sy had told Jake and Moe that the blind had been
rolled up during his entire visit to the office.


Jake unlocked the window and looked out. Directly below, a long
way down, Jake could see the torn awning that had broken Peterson's
fall, saving his life.


Jake closed and locked the window again. For the life of him,
Jake could not understand how Peterson's would-be killer had escaped
from the office. Sy had had the office door and window under observation
from the time of the murder onward. And both were locked or bolted
from the inside. So the killer could not have left through them.


It all seemed impossible.







Jake had Sy and Al up looking at Peterson's office. It was Sy's
first trip back upstairs from the lobby, after the murder.


"Tell me if anything looks odd," Jake told Sy politely.
Sy and Jake were casually acquainted at the Studio. Sy started
poking around the office.


"The coat rack behind the screen has a hat on it!" Sy
said. "When I looked at the coat rack after the murder, it
was empty and bare."


The hat was a conventional man's hat, such as any businessman
might wear. Jake examined it. It had Albert Z. Peterson's name
in the hat band.


"This is presumably the hat Peterson wore today," Jake
said. No man would ever go out on the street dressed for business,
without a hat. "Are you sure it was not there after the killing?"


"Positive!" Sy replied.


Al Kucinich unzipped a pocket on his leather motorcycle uniform,
and took out a miniature camera. He started photographing the
hat from every angle. Al was an expert photographer.


"I just met your colleagues, Sergeants Boyle, Foley and Clancy,"
Jake told Al. "It is a new experience for me, working with
the Mammoth-Art security guards."


"Actually, I don't know them myself," Al replied. "They
must be in a different division of the Mammoth-Art Studio Police
from me."


Sy kept exploring the room, while Jake started meditating deeply
on the case.







Jake had a thought. The large bookcase was on wheels. It was not
attached to the wall. What if there were something behind it,
such as a door to the hall? This would be a simple explanation
of the locked room. The killer could have left the room through
such a door. And Sy would not have been able to see this, from
where he stood at the wavy glass panel after the killing. The
far left, Western wall of the room was out of Sy's field of vision
during and after the attempted murder.


Jake easily pushed the empty bookcase, with one hand. It was surprisingly
light, and moved smoothly over the room's linoleum floor.


He wheeled it out into the center of the room. There was nothing
behind it, but a solid wall.


"Well, that explodes that theory," Jake said with a
grin.


Jake also looked at the back of the bookcase. It was made of a
thin piece of plywood, around an eighth of an inch thick. The
shelves in the bookcase went all the way back to this plywood
back panel. There was clearly no way any hiding place could be
made in the book case, big enough to contain the killer.


Jake went over to the desk. He pulled out all the drawers. All
were way too small to have concealed a man, or even a child. The
desk looked completely ordinary. There were business papers in
several of the drawers.


Jake wheeled the bookcase back over to the wall. The overhead
ceiling light cast a bright glow on the top of the bookcase. Jake
could see the top of the bookcase clearly.


"Sy is around the same height I am," Jake said to Al.
"I'm sure he would have seen anyone on top of the case when
he entered the room." Sy nodded vigorously.







Jake had Sy look through the desk.


"Are you sure the document is not buried in the other papers?"
Jake asked.


Sy kept looking, but shook his head.


"It's just not here," Sy concluded. Sy thought a bit.
"But the papers in the desk look a bit different somehow
now, than when I saw them right after the murder."


"Different?" Jake said. "In what way?"


"I don't know," Sy said after a pause. "They just
look a little different."


"Could there have been a man hidden inside the desk after
the murder? Jake asked. "Could some papers have covered a
hidden compartment in the desk, where the killer hid?"


Sy thought about this. "I'm pretty sure that isn't true,"
he said at last. "I rifled through the papers, searching
for my document. All the drawers looked perfectly normal. And
I pulled them out all the way. I was afraid that my document might
have gotten jammed in the back of one of the drawers. It's just
that the papers in it look different now, somehow."


"All right," Jake said encouragingly. "If you get
any more ideas, please let us know."


Sy and Al went back downstairs, to renew the searches going on
in the ground floor lobby. Jake went with them.


Al and his brother motorcycle officers stood guard outside the
various doors of the Cowman Building, helping to ensure no one
left without being searched by Moe's men. This was a rare excursion
for any of the Mammoth-Art motorcycle cops off the Studio grounds.
The Studio did not believe it was safe to ride motorcycles off
of carefully prepared racetracks, and never let its cops ride
their motorbikes on regular city streets. After his one ride today,
Jake fully agreed. The risk of accidents was too great. Jake planned
never to ride a motorcycle on a street again. It was too dangerous.







Reporters were beginning to catch on that something was happening
at the Cowman Building. Several were outside the front doors of
the Building, trying to get in past the police barricade. However,
Mammoth-Art security guards, such as Sergeants Boyle, Foley and
Clancy, passed in and out of the building freely. The three Sergeants
looked so much like genuine police officers that even the real
policemen guarding the Cowman Building seemed convinced that they
were the real thing. None of the trio was especially good looking
by Hollywood standards. They were just a bunch of ordinary, average-looking
joes. But with their ultra sharp uniforms, confident manner and
ready smiles, Sgt. Boyle, Sgt. Foley and Sgt. Clancy sure seemed
like handsome galoots.


Jake saw Lt. Murphy's three muscle-bound Sergeants slip away outside
with reporters from various papers. Sgt. Clancy, grinning like
a big, dumb, ox, went into a lunch room next door with the reporter
from the LA Daily Watch. The ferocious Sgt. Boyle grabbed a grizzled
veteran reporter from the Chronicle, and took him into an alley.
Even the serious looking Sgt. Foley was talking quietly to young
Peters of the Tribune-Mirror, in the entrance way to a candy store
next door. Outside, the sunlight gleamed with blinding brilliance
off the badges on the men's high-peaked uniform caps.


It seemed odd to Jake that the three security guards would leave
in the middle of an investigation. Jake wondered if Lt. Murphy
knew his three Sergeants were AWOL, and talking secretly to the
press.


The three Sergeants were among the tallest men in the crowd. They
really looked imposing. Jake noticed all of a sudden that there
were substantial lifts in the three men's black leather boots.
The lifts were cleverly disguised - Jake would not have observed
this, except for having similar lifts in a Mammoth-Art movie costume
pointed out to him on a recent visit to a film set. The lifts
added maybe five inches to each of the Sergeants' heights. The
lifts were almost impossible to see, being part of each Sergeant's
mirror-shined boots. The enormously high peaked police uniform
caps each man wore also added to the illusion of height.


Jake was further perturbed to see the Chronicle reporter give
Sgt. Boyle two tickets to a ball game after their meeting.


A guilty looking Sgt. Boyle stuffed the tickets inside the tunic
of his police uniform. Boyle clenched his fists.


"If you ever tell anyone about our talks," Sgt. Boyle
told him grimly, "You'll have to answer to me."


Young Peters had no bribe for Sgt. Foley, but he did offer him
thanks, on his way back to the Cowman Building.


"This is my first job as a cub reporter," a grateful
looking Peters told Sgt. Foley. "You're sure a pal to help
me out."


"Think nothing of it, kid," Sgt. Foley told him, beaming
friendily down on Peters from his apparent height. "But remember
to keep it on the QT. I could get in trouble with the Lieut if
word got out we're talking." The good natured Foley gave
Peters a huge grin.


Sgt. Clancy had finished his snack in the lunch room with the
reporter. Jake had seen the two of them through the lunch room
window, with Sgt. Clancy munching happily through a big bowl of
fresh fruit. The reporter had taken notes on everything Clancy
said.


Jake suddenly realized something. He had not seen Sergeants Boyle,
Foley and Clancy involved in the investigation at all. Al Kucinich
and his fellow motorcycle cops had been heavily involved in guarding
the doors of the Cowman Building, assisting the real police in
their search for the missing business plan. But Jake had not seen
Lt. Murphy or the Sergeants since he left them in the office across
Peterson's.


Jake had only Lt. Murphy's word that Murphy and his men really
were Mammoth-Art security guards. What if they were impostors?
Al Kucinich hadn't known the Sergeants. And the four men said
they had just rented the offices upstairs. What if they had actually
been in that office earlier that morning, during the attack on
Peterson? The office was right across from Peterson's. The full-length
camel's hair coat worn by the killer could cover up a police uniform,
as well as a suit.


The three Sergeants seemed like a trio of overgrown, good-natured
roughnecks, done up in a series of spit and polish uniforms. But
what were they really like, underneath this facade? They could
be hired thugs, or con men, or private eyes, or undercover federal
agents.







Jake brought Al Kucinich up to the office across from Peterson's.
He knocked on the door.


"Enter!" Lt. Murphy's voice called out from the office.
The Lieutenant was alone there, seated at the desk. He kindly
had Jake sit down in the visitor's chair in front of the desk.


Al Kucinich, whose black leather motorcycle uniform bore shiny
silver Sergeant's insignia, saluted the Lieutenant smartly. The
Lieutenant stood up, and returned Al Kucinich's salute. Lt. Murphy
walked over to the front of the desk.


"Pleased to see you again, Sergeant," the Lieutenant
told him with his fatherly smile. Al plainly recognized Lt. Murphy.


Al and Lt. Murphy called each other "Sergeant" and "Lieutenant",
with an easy camaraderie. Sgt. Kucinich and Lt. Murphy made some
small talk, about recent events in the Studio Police. Both men
clearly knew each other. Jake certainly knew Al, and Al knew Lt.
Murphy. So Murphy and his men were not impostors. Or, Jake reflected,
if Sergeants Boyle, Foley and Clancy were non-Studio impostors,
Murphy at least would have to know all about it.


Jake looked up from his chair, to where the two officers stood
over him. Sgt. Kucinich and Lt. Murphy did look impressive in
their police uniforms. Al had at some point swapped his motorcycle
helmet, for a police-style uniform cap. Aside from its black visor
and silver badge, the glamorous, razor-sharp cap was made of the
same shiny black leather as Al's uniform. Al's gleaming cap was
as imposing and as high peaked as the Lieutenant's, further exaggerating
the men's height. There was something visually fascinating about
the dramatic, upward curve of the men's huge caps.


Sgt. Foley came in, and saluted the Lieutenant. He resumed his
station at the radio. The portable radio station, and the chair
next to it where Sgt. Foley sat, were both really high. They were
designed to make Sgt. Foley look enormously tall, even sitting
down. The lights at the top of the radio set included small spotlights
that shone brilliantly on the Sergeant's chest badge, and on his
glittering boots. Jake began to realize that the radio station
was probably designed by one of the Studio's art directors. It
was the sort of furniture that the Studio included in its films
to glamorize its stars.


"I was wondering what time you and the Sergeants arrived
here today," Jake said, looking up at Lt. Murphy. "And
whether you saw anyone in the hallway outside Peterson's office."


"Boyle, Foley, Clancy and I came over as a group from Mammoth-Art,"
Lt. Murphy testified. "We arrived here an estimated twenty
minutes after the crime. The hallway was filled with policemen
and Mammoth-Art security guards, but no civilians. The crime scene,
Peterson's office, had been secured five minutes previously by
Lt. Moe Apfelbaum of the Los Angeles Police Department and his
men. A search was already in progress for the stolen Mammoth-Art
business plan." Lt. Murphy brought out this summary with
effortless ease. He smiled his good-natured smile at Jake. "Hope
this helps you out, son."


Sgt. Foley's radio was crackling away - you could hear echoes
of it coming from the headphones Sgt. Foley wore. Sgt. Foley transcribed
the radio broadcast, his fingers typing away with astonishing
rapidity on a machine next to the radio. "A message for you,
sir," Sgt. Foley said, handing the paper to Lt. Murphy. He
stood at attention and saluted Lt. Murphy, with his usual razor-sharp
precision. The Studio Police all saluted each other much more
than any real police ever did.


"Have you ever worked a radio, Jake?" Sgt. Foley asked
him friendlily. He motioned for Jake to come over. "Have a
seat, Jake," the Sergeant added. He pulled out a second built-in
seat, connected by hinges to the underside of the table.


"Thanks, Sgt. Foley," Jake said. Jake loved technology,
and was eager to see the radio. Jake sat down. The seat was very
comfortable. It was a lot lower than the Sergeant's chair. Jake
found himself looking up at the Sergeant, who towered above him
in his chair, looking taller and more gigantic than ever.


Foley was soon giving a fascinated Jake a brief demonstration
of how to use the radio. The friendly Sergeant turned out to be
an excellent explainer of technology.


"You're a good teacher, Sergeant," Jake said, getting
up to go back to work on the case. Jake mentally resolved to ask
the Sergeant for a second lesson after the case was over, and
he had more time. It would probably take several sessions with
the Sergeant, to learn all about the complex radio. 
The radio displayed countless glowing dials, gauges, signal lights, 
control levers, control sticks and buttons. Most of them contained cryptic 
but intriguing labels, which the Sergeant 
had no trouble explaining. 


"Dismissed!" Lt. Murphy told Sgt. Kucinich and Jake.


Jake and Al left. Out in the stairway, Jake asked Al, "What
do the initials SPA stand for on the Lieutenant's uniform?"


"Studio Police Academy," Al replied. "Lt. Murphy
is in charge of the Training Program for Mammoth-Art Studio Police.
He's a superb trainer of men." The bright sunlight in the window-filled stairwell 
gleamed off Al Kucinich's broad shoulders. Al's shiny black 
leather uniform glowed in the light. 


"Lt. Murphy regularly introduces the Studio Police to Studio
visitors, too." Al went on. "It really wows a lot of
guys. Six months after they visit Mammoth-Art, they are still
talking about the Studio Police. Thomas Meighan just loved it.
Every time he comes to Mammoth-Art he asks to see Lt. Murphy."
Meighan was a big movie star. "It's very good Public Relations
for the studio. Lt. Murphy probably spends two thirds of his time
with Studio visitors."







Officer Thomas O'Brien reported to Lt. Moe Apfelbaum, in the ground
floor lobby. The young policeman had long been part of Moe's Homicide
squad.


"We found the camel's hair coat and hat," O'Brien told
Moe. "They were in a broom closet on the third floor."


"Presumably, the killer ditched them there," Moe said,
"so he would not be caught wearing them."


Moe had them shown to Sy.


"They look like the same coat and hat I saw the killer wear,"
Sy told them.







Jake noticed a small grate in the floor of Peterson's office,
over near the corner with the screen. The grate was around half
a foot on each side, and probably used for heating in the winter.
The grate was far too small to let any human being through it,
even the smallest child. Jake did not see what it could have to
do with the disappearance of the man in the camel's hair coat.


Jake could hear sounds coming from the grate. It sounded like
a woman talking in Russian, a language Jake did not speak. Jake
guessed that the voice was coming from the office directly below
Peterson's, on the seventh floor. Jake also heard noises from
above. He looked up, and saw a similar grate above him in the
ceiling. Presumably the noises were coming from the office directly
above Peterson's, on the ninth floor.


A thought occurred to Jake. If he could hear the occupants of
the offices above and below, maybe they could hear him too. Perhaps
one of them had heard part of the murder that morning. Or some
other clue. Jake decided to investigate.







Jake was interviewing the woman with the office downstairs from
Peterson's, on the seventh floor. She was Anna Petrovna Gorky,
a White Russian businesswoman, in town temporarily to arrange
the sale of some securities for Russian migrs.
She was a middle-aged grande dame, wearing a red dress and matching
red turban over mountains of glossy dark hair. Her brilliant red
clothes were the first splash of color Jake had seen all day.
All the walls in the Cowman Building were painted the same dull
pale egg-shell color. Jake suspected that Madame Gorky was the
Russian lady Sy had seen in the lobby earlier that morning. She
matched the description Sy had given of her.


"I heard nothing from Peterson's office," Gorky said.
"But then I am nearly deaf. I saw him arrive this morning
in the lobby downstairs. A man wearing a blue suit, no? I offered
him some tea, but he declined."


Madame Gorky's office had the same rental furniture as all the
other offices in the building - the desk, chairs, bookcase, screen
and hat rack, all arranged in the same unimaginative floor plan.
But she had also brought in a samovar for tea, in one corner,
and a vase of fresh flowers for her desk. It made her office seem
much more inviting than Peterson's, somehow.


"Your patronym, Petrovna," Jake asked her, "means
your father's name was Peter, does it not?"


"That is correct," Madame Gorky replied. "It is
the ancient and glorious Russian custom."


"That is similar to the murdered man, whose name was Peterson,"
Jake pointed out.


"Just a coincidence, I am sure," Madame Gorky said.
Her voice now had an imperious chill in it.







Jake took the stairs up to the ninth floor. He knocked on a door
with a sign marked "Rutgers Manley Molybdenum Enterprises",
that looked as if it led to the office directly above Peterson's.


It was opened by a man who identified himself as Rutgers Manley.
Manley was a vigorous looking businessman of around fifty. Manley
shook Jake's hand with a friendly gesture.


"Always glad to get a new client!" Manley told Jake
enthusiastically. "How did you hear about our mineral enterprise?"
Manley handed Jake a lavish brochure promoting stock in molybdenum
mines in Bolivia.


Jake did in fact look like a wealthy young business tycoon in
his sharp gray suit. For that matter, Manley also looked prosperous
in his equally upper crust blue business suit.


Manley's office had the same dreary rented furniture as Peterson's
and Madame Gorky's. The offices in the Cowman Building had a depressing
uniformity, Jake thought.


There was a small grating in the floor of Manley's office. Jake
could hear Lt. Moe Apfelbaum and Officer Thomas O'Brien talking,
in Peterson's office directly below. All of Moe's comments came
through the grate plain as day.


"There is a murder investigation going on downstairs,"
Jake said. Jake was about to explain his role in the case when
Manley broke in excitedly.


"It happened apparently while I was out to luncheon,"
Manley said. "I had just returned a few minutes previously,
when I heard sirens in the street below, and saw an ambulance
taking the body away."


"Earlier in the morning," Manley went on, "I heard
a big argument coming from downstairs. A man with an Italian accent
was loud and threatening. I told the police about him - he might
be the killer!"


There was a brisk knock on the office door.


"That will be my next client," Manley said politely.
"Perhaps it might be more convenient for you to leave by
my private door."


Manley let Jake out of his office, through a side door. Unlike
Peterson's office downstairs, Manley's office had two doors, the
main door down the hall from the elevator, and the extra "private"
door in the West wall. Even a small change like this really "stood
out" to Jake, given the uniformity of the offices in the
Cowman Building. "I will be in this office in Los Angeles
for the rest of the week," Manley told Jake. "Remember,
this is your opportunity to get in on the ground floor of the
deal of a lifetime!"


Jake found himself in a side corridor in the ninth floor. On an
impulse, he went upstairs, to the office above on the tenth and
top floor of the Cowman Building. Its door bore one of the ubiquitous
cardboard signs, this one saying "Northern Minnesota Grain
Cooperative". A man Jake's age in a cheap brown suit and
tie sat at the desk there.


"Hello, I'm Arnie Koslo," he told Jake, shaking his
hand. Jake had seen Koslo earlier outside. He had been one of
the men crowding around Al Kucinich on his motorbike, asking him
questions about his motorcycle uniform.


Koslo turned out to be setting up a new silo for his farmer's
cooperative back in Minnesota. He was in Los Angeles for the next
two weeks, making arrangements. The silo would make a huge difference
to the economic well being of all the farm families in the cooperative.


Jake told Arnie Koslo he was investigating the murder.


"I heard all about it," Koslo said. "But I don't
think I saw anything that might help. Everything about Los Angeles
is fascinating," he added. "Officer Kucinich was answering
our questions downstairs."


"Officer Kucinich must live a very exciting life," Koslo
went on with an enthusiastic smile. "I would love to live
a life of adventure, wear a swell uniform, and solve crimes at
a movie studio. At least maybe for a few weeks."


Jake could understand Koslo's thirst for adventure. Similar longings
in Jake were part of what made Jake a writer.


"Maybe you saw something that might help solve this crime,"
Jake suggested. "Did anything strange or different happen
today?"


Koslo hesitated. "It is going to sound stupid," he said.
"But someone stole my hat. Someone swiped it from my desk
while I was out of the office. It was just a cheap hat. I am going
to look like a complete idiot going home tonight without a hat,"
he grinned ruefully.







Jake and Sgt. Clancy went up to the sixth floor. Jake had a hunch
that the office under Madame Gorky's was somehow important. Jake
usually paid attention to his hunches. They were trying to tell
him something.


The office was dark, locked and had no cardboard sign.


"We need to get in this unrented office," Jake told
Clancy.


"Sure thing!" Clancy replied. Clancy grabbed his massive
key ring, pulling it out by a long metallic tape attached to his
black leather police belt. Clancy inserted a gleaming new key
into the office door. It unlocked and opened. He let go, and the
shiny metal tape rewound right back into its silver circular case
on his belt. Clancy's dozens of master keys hung from the belt
and case.


"It's all in the wrist," Clancy said.


"There's a thick layer of dust on everything," Jake
said from the door. "No footprints. No one has been in here
for weeks. Can you open the locked desk?"


"Watch me," Sgt. Clancy said. He pulled out his gleaming
key ring again. Within seconds the Sergeant had all the desk drawers
open. They were as dusty and empty as the room.


"Master Sergeant Timothy Clancy, pride of the Clancy clan,"
the giant Sergeant said. He set his cap at a jaunty angle, and
gripped his hands around the front of his huge leather police
belt.


"How do you keep all the different keys straight?" Jake
asked. "You picked out the door and desk keys without hesitation."


"The building manager has the keys all coded," Sgt.
Clancy explained. "The numbers are in the duodecimal system,
base 12, to confuse outsiders, and to provide more digits for
the code. The desk key here is 6XE-25, where X stands for 10 and
E eleven. 6XE comes out to 985 in decimal numbers. Each digit
means something in the building code, 6 being the sixth floor,
for example." The Sergeant pulled out his nightstick, and
started twirling it absent mindedly with practiced grace.


Jake was startled to hear a man who looked like every crime movie's
brawny but good-naturedly dumb harness bull cop talk about the
duodecimal system. But then he remembered that Clancy wasn't a
real cop. He was a Hollywood imitation of one.


Upstairs, through the grate, they could hear Madame Gorky on the
phone.


"The police don't know I met with Peterson back in New York,"
she was saying. "They'll never believe I know nothing about
what is happening here." Gorky hung up.


Jake and Sgt. Clancy exchanged glances. With a pantomimed "Sh!",
Jake led Sgt. Clancy out of the room.







Jake stopped in to see Moe, back in the ground floor lobby, telling
him what he had learned.


Harrigan entered the building. The insurance agent, who had seen
Peterson fall, waved to Jake and Moe, before he disappeared into
the elevator.


Jake needed to think. He did what he always did when he wanted
to concentrate: he went and sat down under a tree. There was a
large fish-tail palm in the ground floor lobby of the Cowman Building,
a Caryota mitis. It was covered with fan shaped leaflets, that
did indeed remind one of the tail of a fish. Jake sat down on
the low brick ledge of the planter that contained the palm. He
stared at its beautiful leaflets. Soon, he was thinking about
the case...


Jake began to understand how the crime was committed. And how
the killer got out of the murder room.







Jake took Lt. Moe Apfelbaum, Sy, Arnie Koslo, Al, Lt. Sean Patrick
Murphy and his Sergeants, and a dozen real police and Mammoth-Art
security guards up to Manley's office on the ninth floor. Manley
greeted them warmly at first, till he saw Sy step from behind
Moe and the other police.


Sy gasped.


"That's Albert Z. Peterson!" Sy said, pointing to Manley.


"I don't think so," Jake said. "The real Peterson
right now is in the hospital, fighting for his life. This man
just impersonated Peterson when you met with him earlier in the
day. His goal was to steal your business plan, and sell it to
Mammoth-Art's business rivals."


"That's a slanderous statement," the smooth talking
Manley told Jake. "I have never seen this man before in my
life," indicating Sy.


"We have a warrant to search here," Moe told Manley.


The police soon found Sy's missing business plan in Manley's desk.
Sy was overwhelmed with relief to see it recovered.


"I have no idea how that document got in my desk," Manley
said. "This office was unlocked while I went out for luncheon.
Anyone could have entered and put it there."


The police moved to take a still protesting Manley away. He grabbed
his hat from the coat rack.


Jake stepped forward, along with Arnie Koslo.


"Is that your hat that Manley is wearing?" Jake asked
Arnie.


"It sure looks like it," Arnie said with a grin.


"This is preposterous," Manley spluttered.


"My hat has the initials AK in the hatband," Arnie went
on.


Moe examined the hat. It had Arnie's initials in it, all right.
It also had the name of the hat shop in St Cloud, Minnesota, where
Arnie had bought it.


Members of the LAPD bunco squad arrived, summoned by Moe's phone
call. They immediately identified Manley as a notorious con man
and swindler. Manley was just one of his many aliases. The phony
mines in Bolivia were just his latest stock swindle.


After Manley left, handcuffed and escorted by the police, Sy said,
"I still don't get it! How did Manley disappear out of Peterson's
locked office?"


"He didn't," Jake said. "You were never there.
You were here in Manley's office, up on the ninth floor, during
your meeting with Manley-posing-as-Peterson. And during and after
the attempted murder. You never set foot in Peterson's office
till later in the day, after the police came. The two offices
look exactly alike. And both are filled with the same rented furniture."


"Here is what I think happened," Jake continued. "Peterson
had an office on the eighth floor. Manley rented the office above
his on the ninth, and listened in on Peterson's conversations
below through the grate. Manley learned about Mammoth-Art's business
plan, and decided to steal it. He came up with a scheme to impersonate
Peterson during Sy's meeting with him."


"Manley bribed the elevator operator. When Sy showed up for
his meeting this morning, the elevator operator took Sy to the
ninth floor instead. The operator told Sy it was the eighth floor.
The operator sent him around the corner, to Manley's office. Manley
had a fake sign on his door, saying it was Peterson's office.
Sy and Manley had their meeting, with Manley impersonating Albert
Z. Peterson."


"So that's why Manley got rid of me as soon as possible,"
Sy said. "All Manley wanted was to get the document, and
get rid of me as fast as he could. Manley did not want me to stick
around, and get suspicious asking the fake 'Peterson' business
questions Manley could not answer. It also explains why the fake
Peterson's personality was different from what I expected. The
real Peterson is a tough negotiator. While Manley has the typical
con artist's oily charm."


"Sy left," Jake continued. "Manley put on his camel's
hair coat and hat, which had been hanging out of sight on the
coat rack behind the screen. Manley wanted to leave the building,
with the precious business plan, which he put in the pocket of
his coat. But the grate in the floor works both ways. The real
Peterson down on the eighth floor had heard Sy's penetrating voice
through it, and discovered what was going on. Peterson went up
the stairs to confront Manley. He cornered Manley in his office."


"Sy returned just in time to see the two men fighting. Sy
could not see their faces through the door's translucent glass
panel. Sy saw Manley, in his camel's hair coat, throw the real
Peterson out the window. Then Manley noticed Sy at the front door.
He hurriedly left the office through the private door in the West
wall, which had been hidden behind the bookcase. Manley pulled
the bookcase back in front of the door as he closed it. Manley
wanted to conceal his trail. It worked. Sy had no idea where Manley
had gone, when Sy looked over the office after the killing."


"My guess is that Manley hoped to leave the Cowman Building.
But he waited around for Sy to leave his office, to get some other
of his business papers back from his desk. By the time Manley
got his papers, and walked the nine flights down to the lobby,
the police had seized control of the building. The police were
waiting with Sy in the lobby, searching everyone who left the
building. An encounter with Sy would be fatal. Manley had little
choice but to walk back up to his office. He ditched the camel's
hair coat and hat in the broom closet on the third floor on the
way up, so he would be less identifiable as the killer."


"And Manley needed a hat to wear home that night," Arnie
Koslo said, "so he stole mine."


"After the crime, the police, and I went upstairs,"
Jake went on. "From that point on, the elevator operator
always took us to the real eighth floor. We all explored the real
Peterson's office. It had no door behind the movable bookcase,
making it look like a locked room and an impossible murder site.
We all did find the real Peterson's hat on the coat rack, which
really confused us. It had been there all along. No one had moved
it or touched it."


"How did you settle on Manley as a suspect?" Moe asked.


"I finally figured out that Peterson might have been attacked
in a different office from his own," Jake said. "It
was the only way I could explain the locked room. But whose office?
It would have to be an office directly above or directly below
Peterson's. Then Peterson would have landed in the same spot on
the sidewalk below. And the office would have to be fairly high
in the building - Harrigan had seen Peterson fall out of a high
window. So it was on the seventh, ninth or tenth floor - the dusty
sixth floor office had not been entered in weeks. Also, the owner
of the office was probably impersonating Peterson - there would
be no point for Peterson himself to use an office on a different
floor. Of the three office holders, only Manley could have impersonated
Peterson. Both were prosperous, middle-aged men in blue suits.
Arnie Koslo is around my age, thirty, and in a brown suit, and
Madame Gorky was a woman. She had very long hair under her turban.
So we brought Sy up here to see if he could identify Manley as
the fake Peterson."


Jake had Sy look in Manley's desk.


"This is the desk I searched after the killing!" Sy
said. "These are the papers I saw at the time. They do look
a little different from the papers down in Peterson's desk."


The police grilled the elevator operator.


"I thought it was just a gag!" the frightened operator
told the police. "Mr. Manley gave me fifty dollars to take
Mr. Bernstein to the wrong floor. Mr. Manley said it was a joke
for a lodge initiation. I kept quiet about it later, afraid I
was going to lose my job. I had no idea it had anything to do
with the killing. Mr. Manley looks like such a respectable gentleman."







In the lobby of the Cowman Building, Lt. Murphy of the Mammoth-Art
Studio Police was talking to reporters. The Lieutenant was downplaying
the Studio's involvement in the case.


"Mammoth-Art is really grateful to Lt. Apfelbaum and the
LAPD for their prompt work on the case," Murphy was telling
the pressmen. "They deserve all the credit. This city can
be proud of its police force." Murphy's charm and fluent
gift of gab was making a hit with the reporters.







Peterson made a full recovery. He was visited by Mammoth-Art star
Gregor von Hoffmansthal in his hospital room. Peterson turned
out to be a big fan of Greg's, and loved his version of Robin
Hood and other swashbucklers. He had Greg pose with him in
his hospital room for pictures. Greg looked dashing in full white
tie and tails.


"It just goes to show that everybody loves the movies!"
Upshaw pointed out.







Upshaw was congratulating Jake on solving the case, in Upshaw's
office. The Studio head's lavish office was the size of Bulgaria.
The office was a perfect circle. The walls of the Art Deco office
were covered with twelve huge abstract murals Upshaw had commissioned
from Arthur Dove, the American painter. Their brilliant pastel
colors blazed in the late afternoon sun. Jake had never been there
before. This was the first time Jake had ever worked on a case
at Upshaw's request.


"You are a good detective, Black," Upshaw said expansively.


Jake thought it wise not to contradict him.


"I always was fascinated with police work," Upshaw went
on. "When I was growing up in Wales, my dream was to become
a Scotland Yard Inspector some day." Upshaw's love of the
Yard was well known around the studio. He had a large collection
of souvenirs of the British Police. He also usually dressed like
a typical Scotland Yard Inspector one saw in the movies, in tweedy
British style suits.


"Of course," Upshaw went on with satisfaction, "now
I have my own police force." Upshaw was referring to the
Studio security guards, who he had organized along the lines of
Scotland Yard. Upshaw was like a kid with a box of toys, when
it came to his Studio Police. "I wish we could have you as
a detective in it, Black," he told Jake. "Say,"
he went on with a fanatic's gleam in his eye, "We could make
you an honorary member!"


Jake was startled, but he liked the idea. The Studio Police had
always looked like loads of fun. Wheels began to turn in Jake's
head.


"Could I get one of the motorcycle police uniforms?"
he asked Upshaw tentatively. Jake had always loved these outfits.


"They are really something special, aren't they?" Upshaw
asked with a twinkle. "I told Constanza that I wanted the
sharpest uniforms in the world." Vincenzo Constanza designed
all the fancy uniforms for the Studio's adventure pictures. He
was one of Hollywood's top designers. Upshaw had also had Constanza
create the uniforms for the Studio Police. There were around a
dozen different kinds.


"Of course we will get you a motorcycle uniform," Upshaw
went on. "And all the other uniforms worn by the Force. We
want your appearance to be a credit to the Force."


Jake was tickled pink.


Jake did some more thinking.


"I want to be a Sergeant," Jake added. "A Master Sergeant. 
The highest enlisted-man rank. 
Fully credentialed and with official standing in the Studio Police.
It will help in my detective work." 
Jake knew from experience it was best to ask for as much as possible 
during negotiations with the Studio.


"Good idea," Upshaw said firmly.


"Can I get a motorcycle uniform for a friend, too?" Jake asked. 
"He helped with the investigation today."


"You can deputize anyone you want into the Force, Police
Sergeant Black," Upshaw told him.


Jake was sure Arnie Koslo would enjoy being an honorary member
of the Studio Police. And wearing his shiny new motorcycle uniform.


There should be some adventure in everybody's life!

Epilogue



The next morning, many of LA's newspapers ran extra editions,
with big headlines about the Peterson case on their front pages.
Most had an inside scoop about the contents of the stolen document.
The Chronicle said it was all about Mammoth-Art's upcoming pirate
movie. The LA Daily Watch said the document concerned the Studio's
new big budget Musketeer swashbuckler, while the Tribune-Mirror
had all the details about the document and a romantic melodrama
that Mammoth-Art was about to release. There was much inside information
in the papers about all three of the movies. Jake also saw at
the newsstand, that the stories had been picked up by the wire
services, and were reprinted all over North America.


Jake went to see his friend Harry Callaway. Callaway was in charge
of much of the Studio's publicity. Jake found Harry in the photographic
darkroom near Harry's office. Harry was in full riding habit:
white breeches, red tailcoat, starched white linen, tall black
patent leather boots. Harry was scheduled to photograph Mammoth-Art
stars at a riding meet later on that morning, and was dressed
to blend in with the riders, so he could get close to them with
his camera to take pictures. Actually, neither Harry nor the stars
could ride horses, but that would not stop Harry from getting
some terrific pictures of them on horseback. The stars would all
look like glamorous equestrian experts in Harry's photos.


Neither Jake nor Harry knew anything about horses, being city
boys. When Jake had introduced Arnie Koslo to Harry at the Studio
the previous afternoon, both men learned that Arnie had grown
up with horses back on the farm. Harry had immediately hired Arnie
as an equestrian expert for the weekend for a substantial fee,
given Arnie a list of his duties in posing Mammoth-Art stars on
horseback at the meet, and packed Arnie off before 6PM to a Studio
tailor, so Arnie could get an outfit suitable for a riding meet.
A badly dazed but happy Arnie was unused to the whirlwind pace
of Studio production.


After Arnie and Jake had left, Harry called up the tailor.


"Remember those tweed suits you made for Patrick O'Donahue?"
Harry queried, mentioning one of Mammoth-Art's leading man actors.
"We want a set of them for Koslo. Yes, those are the ones
- worn with the high riding boots. The suits that look so ruggedly
masculine, arrogant, commanding. And upper crust. O'Donahue really
looked like a Scots Lord, when he starred in The Laird of the
Castle. Yes, I know you can't wear Harris tweeds in LA much
of the year, it's too hot. Koslo's from Northern Minnesota. It's
colder than Hades there. They'll be real practical where he lives.
We need all those heavy riding boots for Koslo, too - this guy
was virtually born on a horse. How many suits are there in the
set? Four? We want them all for Koslo. You should have seen the
fan mail O'Donahue got when he wore them in that picture. And
we need a couple of new regular business suits for Koslo as well.
A banker's charcoal pinstripe, and a navy blue. Nothing subtle
- he needs to look like a wealthy young businessman tiger. Try
to get the brown suit Koslo is wearing away from him, and burn
it." If there was one thing Harry understood, it was Image.
Mammoth-Art was grateful to Arnie for his help getting the document
back, and Harry was trying to show it. Arnie was an admirable
active person, Harry thought, founding his Co-op. Now his outward
appearance would reflect this.


Harry's motto was "Do Something!"


Harry had dropped in on Arnie and the tailor, in time to see Arnie
in his new business suit.


"You look sharp in pinstripes," Harry told Arnie. 


"You make me look like a banker, or some sort of capitalist,"
Arnie said worriedly. "I'm not. I'm an anarcho-syndicalist."


"Well, now you're a well-dressed one," Harry replied.
Harry was used to dealing with troublesome Hollywood stars, and
knew how to be firm and brook no opposition.


"I don't believe that businesses should be run for profit,"
Arnie went on. "The whole world should be organized around
cooperatives."


"That's the opposite of the studios," Harry said. "This
whole case turned on raising capital. Still, you'll do much better
dealing with businessmen here in LA if you look properly dressed,"
Harry added firmly. This practical argument convinced Arnie.







Now, it was Saturday morning. Harry was supposed to pick up Arnie
at his rooming house in an hour, to go to the racing meet.


Jake was hoping to talk to some of the horse trainers and riders,
to research a movie script he was writing. Jake was properly dressed
as a spectator for the meet. Jake was in full formal morning clothes,
gray tailcoat, striped trousers, an ascot tie worn with a high,
stiff collar, double-breasted pearl gray waistcoat, gray patent
leather boots, an enormously tall gray top hat, gray suede gloves.
Jake's clothes had a British flavor, and would have been correct
for the opening day at Ascot. Jake always felt relaxed in his
morning clothes. He knew he would be properly dressed for any
formal daytime occasion. Jake's enthusiastic young tailor had
made the clothes at once incredibly elegant, and aristocratically
jaunty. Jake looked as if he were a young swell just out of Cambridge,
off to London to raise some hell. Jake had already worn his morning
clothes to three weddings of Studio employees, where everyone
was formally dressed. Movie people all wanted to be as dressed
up as possible at all times. It was part of their profession.


"I looked through Sy's business plan briefly," Jake
told Harry. "It was all business statements and figures.
It did not mention any of the Mammoth-Art movies written up in
the papers. All the facts about Mammoth-Art movies in the newspapers
are correct. But they have nothing to do with the document."


"Well it doesn't matter," a smiling Harry said. "The
studio is getting thousands of dollars of free publicity for its
next releases."


"Harry," Jake said, "What is going on? I saw Sergeants
Boyle, Foley and Clancy talking to reporters from these papers
yesterday."


"Well," Harry said. "Maybe they spilled the beans
to the reporters. It's hard to keep things secret around a studio."
Harry shrugged his shoulders under his beautifully fitted scarlet
tailcoat.


"I'm not buying this," Jake told him. He looked Harry
in the eye. Harry eventually flinched.


"So as soon as you learned about the theft at the Cowman
Building," Jake said, "you called up the Sergeants with
movie stories to give out to their reporter friends, allegedly
about the stolen document."


"It was too good an opportunity to pass up," Harry said
proudly.


"How did you know the three Sergeants would talk to the reporters,
Harry?" Jake asked. "You were really taking a chance
that they had reporter contacts in the first place. And that they
would be willing to cooperate with you," Jake said slowly.
"This is still more complicated, isn't it?"


"Jake, you're like a bulldog once you get on a case,"
Harry finally said. "If I don't tell you this, you'll start
asking questions all over the Studio. Swear to me that nothing
you learn here will leave this room." Harry reached out with
the giant black leather riding crop he carried, and pushed the
door shut, so no one could overhear.


"I swear," Jake said. Privately, he wondered what Harry
was getting him into. But Harry was one of Jake's best friends,
and Jake felt loyal to him.


"Boyle, Foley and Clancy all secretly 'leak' stories to their
press contacts on a regular basis," Harry admitted. "The
stories all come straight from my office at Mammoth-Art. The reporters
all go for it hook, line and sinker. They think it's a real leak
of secret studio information, against Mammoth-Art's will. Especially
that guy at the Chronicle. He thinks he's corrupted Boyle, bribing
him with sports tickets."


"Jake, in the PR game you have to use psychology," Harry
said. "If we sent a press release about our new movies to
the newspapers, they would just throw it into the trash. But if
the papers think they have wormed or bribed the information out
of an informed source - say a studio cop - it's news. It is one
of our best ways to get big stories in the press about our pictures."


Jake thought about all this.


"It's not just confined to these three papers, is it, Harry?"
Jake asked. "I bet these guys have built up newspaper contacts
all over California, reporters, wire service writers, international
correspondents stationed here in Hollywood. Each one of these
reporters thinks of one of the Sergeants as his personal, private
stool pigeon. The Sergeants are all feeding the reporters so-called
inside information, all of which are actually Harry Callaway publicity
stories."


"That's right," Harry said.


"Let me guess how the reporters think they are getting the
dirt out of the Sergeants," Jake went on. "They think
Sgt. Clancy is so dumb he'll say anything and spill any secret.
They think Sgt. Foley is everyone's pal, and so amiable he'll
tell them anything. And Sgt. Boyle can be bribed for tiny amounts
of money, a two dollar bill, a fifty cent ticket to a ball game
or movie show."


"Of course they're tiny bribes, Jake!" Harry said, looking
shocked. "It wouldn't be ethical to extract much money from
the reporters. What do you think we are - crooks? Boyle gives
all the money he gets to Father Flannery down at the mission."
Harry looked offended.


"Clancy is not really as dumb as he looks, is he?" Jake
asked.


Harry grinned. "Actually, Clancy is as smart as a whip. He's
using his Studio Police job to put himself through night school."


Jake began to realize some more things.


"Al Kucinich is a real security guard, isn't he?" Jake
asked. "I mean, his job really does mainly involve guarding
the studio and its interests. He's not involved with this at all."


Harry nodded.


"But is that really true of our three Sergeants?" Jake
went on. "Al Kucinich told me the Sergeants were in a separate
division of the Studio Police, one with little contact with his
own. Are they really cops or guards at all?"


"Well, actually," Harry said, "No. And Murphy isn't
a real security guard either. Actually, you might say that Lt.
Murphy and his Sergeants are really press agents in uniform. Murphy
was a down-on-his-luck press agent, who was slowly starving, before
Mammoth-Art offered him the job with the Studio Police a year
ago. Murphy usually serves as the Studio Police's liaison with
the press, and as the public image of the force. He also spends
much of his time with Studio visitors. Murphy is one of the friendliest,
nicest guys you'll ever meet, and he's a big hit with reporters.
Murphy had no police experience at all, but he certainly looks
the part of a senior officer. And Boyle, Foley and Clancy are
young PR guys with the right look to assume the rank of Police
Sergeants. Murphy deals with the reporters publicly, then his
Sergeants leak them extra information privately. Murphy knows
nothing about the Sergeants talking secretly to the press, though.
Murphy and his men are a lot more credible to reporters as cops,
than if they were employed as regular PR men. Reporters don't
trust anything a PR guy says."


"I wonder why!" Jake said wryly.


"That's not fair, Jake!" Harry replied smugly. "All's
fair in love and PR." Harry folded his arms, causing his
leather riding crop to stick straight up in the air.


"All of this sounds sneaky to me," Jake said disapprovingly.


"But, Jake, who are we hurting?" Harry asked. "The
reporters get scoops, and Mammoth-Art gets publicity. And Murphy
and his men are well paid. Everybody is happy."


Jake wanted to argue with this, but he couldn't put his finger
on what was wrong with it. As was often the case, he felt in over
his head with Harry.


"I've seen Sgt. Foley manipulate young Peters of the Tribune-Mirror,"
Jake said. "He's just a cub reporter, the lowest grade."


"Jake," Harry said with a smile, "don't worry about
it. Sgt. Foley has been feeding Peters stories for months. He
has been sustaining Peters' career at the paper. And you are not
very observant with today's story in the Tribune-Mirror."
Harry pointed to the byline in the paper. It read, "by Carl
Peters, Tribune-Mirror staff reporter."


"Peters has just been promoted to regular reporter,"
Harry said. "His scoop from Foley about the Peterson case
has put him over the top. You worry much too much, Jake,"
Harry went on. "Sgt. Foley has been a good friend to Peters.
Foley has watched over him, while Peters was learning the ropes
at his paper. Peters was just a young guy out of Indiana six months
ago. He would have been eaten alive out here in LA without Foley's
protection. Foley's a veteran PR man with years of newspaper experience
back in Boston. He's been training Peters in everything about
the reporting racket. Foley just looks like a cop, in that police
uniform. Actually, he's a slick PR pro."


"You've got to learn to trust us, Jake," Harry went
on earnestly. "This is Hollywood, the land of happy endings."


Jake was not so sure about Hollywood as a whole. But things did
have a way of working out at the Studio.


Jake decided not to worry too much about all this. Most importantly,
nothing criminal was going on. All Jake had been trying to do
was tie up any loose ends of the Peterson case. He had no idea
he was going to be plunged into the middle of one of Harry's schemes.
Jake was not enthused about the actions of the Sergeants, but
he decided that they were none of his business. Jake relaxed and squared 
his shoulders under his beautifully cut gray tailcoat. The coat was 
designed to make Jake look like a swaggering, healthy young animal, 
all shoulders and physical power.


Jake felt relieved about one thing. "I'm glad that Lt. Murphy
knows nothing about the Sergeants sneaking off to talk to reporters,"
he told Harry. "And there is nothing wrong with Lt. Murphy's
job - every organization needs someone to be a liaison with the
press. Lt. Murphy's actions are perfectly ethical."


"That's disillusioning, Jake," Harry told him sadly.
"I always thought our schemes with Lt. Murphy were particularly
devilish. Don't you think that dressing up a PR man like Murphy
as the ultimate social authority figure in a series of sharp uniforms
is insidious?"


"Yes, it is," Jake replied loyally - he knew Harry liked
to think of himself as a bad boy. Harry immediately stopped looking
crestfallen, and started looking pleased with himself again. Actually,
Jake liked Lt. Murphy far more than most of the real authority
figures Jake had met. Many of them were obnoxious jerks, while
Lt. Murphy seemed like a nice guy. Lt. Murphy might just be a
Hollywood version of a social authority figure. But like many
things Jake had encountered at the studio, he was much better
than the real thing.


Harry began putting on his gloves, so he could go out and pick
up Arnie. Jake put on his shiny gray top hat.


"You'll like Foley and Clancy once you get to know them,
Jake," Harry said. "They are writers just like you -
former newspaper reporters. Boyle's more of a hard case. He used
to do PR for carnivals."


"Actually I like Foley and Clancy a lot already," Jake
admitted with a grin. "And Lt. Murphy too. They charmed the
socks off of me yesterday. I should have realized that Lt. Murphy
was a PR man - he talks so articulately and easily. Foley could
really explain all that complex radio technology, too, just like
Clancy and the building key codes. And I've never seen any man
but a reporter type as fast as Sgt. Foley."


"You've got a decent build," Harry said, eyeing Jake's
shoulders. "Mammoth-Art trainers could beef you up even more.
They're expert at turning men into he-men. They did a wonderful
job with the three Sergeants. Maybe you'll want to do a stint
as a PR man in the Studio Police. You could be a fourth Sergeant."


"Absolutely not!" Jake said, horrified.


"It's just a joke, Jake!" Harry said, punching him playfully
in the shoulder. 
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Banning the Blues



A Jacob Black "Impossible Crime" Mystery


By Michael E. Grost


Hollywood, June 1925. Jacob "Jake" Black was both a
pulp magazine writer of adventure stories, and a Hollywood screenwriter
at Mammoth-Art Studio. Jake was also an unofficial consultant
with the Los Angeles Police, helping them solve a number of mysteries.
Jake's current project had nothing to do with mystery - or so
he thought. Jake had been working as a volunteer with the crew
of an advanced racecar for several weekends, learning more about
racing for pulp magazine stories he was writing. Soon the wheels
in Jake's head started turning. Why not make a movie about the
racecar, as well as some short stories? Jake also had the idea
of showing Mammoth-Art star Gregor von Hoffmansthal as a racecar
driver. He thought this would be great for Greg's image. Greg
was Jake's best friend. 


Soon, the fast-talking Jake was pitching 
the idea to Mammoth-Art Studio head J. D. Upshaw and his vice-presidents.
Jake pitched himself as the writer and director of the film, too.
Jake was a successful screenwriter at Mammoth-Art, but had never
directed a movie before. Jake wore a tasteful Savile Row style
British suit to the meeting. He wanted to look his absolute best
while making the pitch. It took all of Jake's nerve to make himself
a candidate for the director's job. Upshaw liked the idea however,
and Jake was now making his directorial debut with Speed Angels.


Jake also proposed making the film a color spectacular. Mammoth-Art
Studio had long been a pioneer in the use of two-color Technicolor
in its newsreels. This was a film process that showed red and
green, but not blue or other colors. Someday a full color filmmaking
process would be available. But for now, two-color Technicolor
was an impressive innovation in movie making. Jake loved everything
involving technology - many of his pulp stories were about airplanes.
Jake talked the Studio into shooting the racecar drama in this
process. Mammoth-Art had made a number of complete newsreels in
two-color, but this was its first color fiction film. The film
would be a two reeler, and run around 30 minutes. It was typical
of Mammoth-Art to start novice directors out on short films, which
had smaller budgets and involved less risk for the studio.


"We've got to make something spectacular," Studio head
J. D. Upshaw told his employees, "that will be a smash with
the public and talked about in the industry. Go all out! Make
it half an hour long - twice as long as any other color film we've
made! Make it a landmark in motion picture history! Make a film
that every kid in America, every father and mother and grandfather,
will want to see! Make a film that will wow them in London and
Paris and Tokyo!"


Jake had some ideas about color, which he passed on to the studio's
designers.


The racecar was repainted to make it more appealing in the film.
It was now a flaming red, with big white numbers on the side,
and green trim near the exhaust. It looked spectacular on film,
which could capture red, white and green with startling vividness.
Jake also had ideas about the costumes. Mammoth-Art's costume
department created snazzy new racer outfits for the drivers and
crew. These were shiny red leather one-piece jumpsuits. They were
of the same brilliant shade of red as the racecar. They made it
clear that the crew all belonged to the team that maintained the
car. The suits were covered with white letters and numbers, giving
each crew member's name in white on the back, and team number
in silver on the front and sleeves. The suits had green chevrons
outlined in silver on the sleeves, and green trim around the numerous
silver chrome zippers all over the suits. The clothes were spectacular
and glamorous. They looked like a brilliant color dream on screen.


Most of the racecar's "crew" in the film were Mammoth-Art
actors. But there were two exceptions. Jake brought in one of
the racecar's real life mechanics, Sam Teplinski, to play a small
role as a crewman. Jake had known Sam ever since the helicopter
mystery Jake had solved - Sam had been one of the mechanics on
the helicopter's crew. Sam was also an ambulance driver, and in
recent months had taken a lead role in the development of the
new racecar, both as a driver and a mechanic. Sam had told Jake
about the experimental racecar, and a fascinated Jake was soon
working part time on the crew to learn more. Jake was always on
the lookout for new subjects for his pulp adventure stories. Sam
was a full-blooded Native American, a descendent of one of the
many small California tribes that had lived in the region for
thousands of years before the arrival of white men.


There was a long tradition at Mammoth-Art of directors playing
a small role in their films. It was a kind of visual signature.
Jake had no hesitation about what role he wanted to perform: he
was a member of the racing crew. Jake was in a red racing suit,
like all the other members of the car's crew.


A third member of the crew was a real actor, but someone Jake
knew best from his detective work. Officer Thomas O'Brien was
a young Los Angeles policeman, who had aspirations of being an
actor. He had had a few tiny movie roles, and Jake cast him as
a member of the racecar's crew. Jake also engaged O'Brien to be
his assistant during parts of the filming.







The racing scenes in the movie would be shot at Jacaranda Park,
a race track in Los Angeles.


Two real life mechanics from the track were hired to help maintain
the cars used in the film. They would not have on-screen roles.


Hal Pinckham was around forty years old, with blue eyes and sandy
hair. He had been head mechanic at the track for over a decade.
He was a soft-spoken man, always quietly coming up with a fix
for the racers' mechanical problems.


Helena "Peggy" Puccini was a twenty-three year old,
petite with glistening black eyes. She worked as a mechanic at
the track. Peggy was an expert on motor repair of all sorts of
racecars. She was around 23 years old, with red hair and freckles.
Jake thought it was unusual to see a woman in this sort of job.


"I've been fascinated by racecars since I was eight,"
she told Jake. "I learned everything about them I could hanging
around racetracks - my folks had a concession stand at Jacaranda
Park. Eventually I started getting jobs fixing cars at the track,"
she said proudly.


Peggy looked vaguely familiar to Jake. He could not place where
he had seen her before.







There was to be a press gathering tomorrow to promote the film.
It would be held outdoors, at studio head J. D. Upshaw's mansion.
The racecar would be on display, in the pavilion next to the swimming
pool. The pool was a perfect circle, with gentle steps leading
into the shallow end, and a deep end for diving. Upshaw hated
water, and never used the pool. He only had it, because what would
a Hollywood mansion be without a swimming pool? He usually let
the kids from a local orphanage use it on weekends. The pool was
full of floating toys for kids: inner tubes, toy boats, beach
balls, little floating toys in the shape of sea animals. A separate
fence around the pool allowed visitors like the orphan kids to
use the pool, without opening the estate grounds as a whole.


The pavilion was made in the shape of an icosahedron. The various
triangular facets, 20 in all, were made up of transparent glass.
Normally they were plain colored, but an electrical arrangement
let moving patterns of colored lights illuminate each of the facets
separately. In honor of the two-color film, a moving, changing
pattern of red and green lights had been created for a band of
triangular facets that ran around the upper surface of the icosahedron.
They created a dance like effect. The Upshaw estate was a landmark
of modern art and architecture, and the lights were part of the
color music movement in Symbolist Art. The patterns were controlled
by computing machines built by the famed Spanish scientist Leonardo
Torres y Quevedo. Jake had met Torres the year before, and had
a chance to study his algebra and chess-playing machines.


Jake was glad the racecar was in the covered pavilion. There was
supposed to be a rainstorm that night. The pavilion would keep
the valuable car dry.


Both Hal and Peggy helped install the car. The two mechanics ensured
it was not damaged during the move to the estate.


The caretaker let Jake, Hal and Peggy out of the pool gate of
the estate. Jake could see the gleaming red racecar, reflected
in the crystal clear waters of the pool. The gatekeeper locked
the pool gate behind them. A long outdoor staircase, gently sloped,
led down a corridor between two high fences to a second gate.
Red and green lights illuminated the interior of each step. The
lights danced in a constant motion pattern, just like those in
the icosahedron. The stairway led down to the public street on
the side of the Upshaw estate. A uniformed Studio guard let them
out the gateway there, after checking their Studio passes. Upshaw
was taking no chances with the valuable racecar. The street gate
at the foot of the stairway was a large glass triangular arch.
The guard could shelter inside a glass cubicle at one end of the
arch, and still see everything on both the street and the staircase.
The outside of the triangular arch was covered by a glass staircase.
People could walk up the arch, and sit on an observation platform
at its peak.


Jake showed up the next morning, a half hour before the press
preview.


The pool water was a bright blue.


The only one present was a dismayed looking Harry Callaway. Harry
was Mammoth-Art Studio's top publicity photographer.


"Harry," Jake said gently, "this is the wrong color.
Everything in our film is red and green."


"I know, Jake!" Harry said. "I had nothing to do
with this. Upshaw is going to hit the roof!"


"Look what I got in the mail this morning!" Harry went
on. He held out a blue envelope to Jake. Inside was a pale blue
piece of paper, on which someone had typed a message with a blue
typewriter ribbon.


"Think Blue!" it said.


"The pool was clear when we left last night," Jake said.
"And the gate leading from the pool to the rest of the estate
was bolted and chained last night. It's still all chained up."


"The pool was still clear when I checked it out at six AM,
when I came on duty. No one has been in or out of the street gate
since then," the guard at the street gate told Jake. "Not
till Mr. Callaway went in this morning." Jake knew Al Kucinich,
the member of Mammoth-Art's security force who manned the gate.
Al was in his twenties, fiercely loyal to Mammoth-Art, and both
ferocious and incorruptible. Jake had known Al over a year, since
the Ponson case.


"I did not even see anyone on the street this morning, until
Mr. Callaway showed up at eight," Al continued. "Of
course, the big rain storm that swept through around seven kept
pedestrians off the streets. The first I knew about the blue pool
was when Mr. Callaway came back down the stairs and told me."


The muscular Al looked impressive in his black cop's uniform.
The studio-designed uniforms looked as realistic and as intimidating
as possible. In fact Al looked more like a policeman than most
real life cops did. Policeman Thomas O'Brien had once complained
to Jake about this, when O'Brien had encountered Al on a previous
case.


"I'm standing right next to this fake Studio cop," O'Brien
told Jake with a wry grin, "and everyone comes up to him
and asks for help! Wish we real policemen had a uniform one tenth
as sharp as the Studio ones. He salutes better than I do, too,"
O'Brien went on ruefully.


"That's the movies for you," Jake said philosophically.
"They are just like life, only better."







Harry passed off the blue pool as a "color contrast"
to the assembled reporters. None paid any attention to it, and
the press preview was a success, with many photos taken of the
racecar and star Greg. The whole racecar "crew" was
present, in full costume, for the photo shoot.


Greg was #7 in his team number; Jake was #9; Sam was #1 and Thomas
O'Brien #4 on their red leather racing suits.


Greg put on his boots for the photographers' cameras. They were
huge, made of shiny red leather the same shade as the suit, and
were fastened by dozens of bright silver buckles that went up
nearly to the wearer's knees. He tucked the legs of the suit into
the top of his boots. Both the suit and the boots were surprisingly
comfortable - the tailors in the costume department really knew
their business.


Greg seated himself on the green leather seat of the racecar.
He strapped his red leather racing helmet on his head, and brought
up the red and silver goggles to his eyes. The huge Greg was somewhat
of a tight squeeze in the car.


The photographers kept popping pictures.


Harry also took photos of the team and the racecar. These still
photographs were in full color, a rarity at the time.


"I'm using the color process developed by Louis Lumire,"
Harry told Jake. "We are going to put them on display in
theaters showing the finished film."


"Have you ever done color photography before?" Jake
asked.


"I've made around thirty color portraits," Harry replied.
"Some were for movie magazine covers. Others were part of
my exhibit at the gallery." Harry had had a one-man photography
show there the year before. "Color photos are quite expensive,
so this is a rare opportunity."


After the reporters left that afternoon, Upshaw had a chemist
in.


"This pool has been dyed with Blue Color 57A," the chemist
said. He was a serious looking guy in his thirties, with close-cropped
hair. "It's a harmless additive used in industrial food production,
completely non-poisonous. You've probably eaten it in cookies.
It's usually stored in tubes, like toothpaste. Just a toothpaste
size squeeze would color the whole pool. It works instantly."


"Instantly?" Jake asked.


"Yep," the chemist said, "just a small squeeze
of it added to the water, and the pool would turn blue right away."


"That would mean that Harry or Al the guard would be the
only two people who could have put the dye in the pool,"
Jake thought to himself. He did not say this out loud. Jake was
sure that neither Harry nor Al would do such a thing. Neither
one would go against Mammoth-Art's interests. He pondered a bit.


"Could the dye have been lobbed in over the fence, maybe
in a squirt gun?" Jake asked the chemist.


"Not likely," the chemist replied immediately. "It's
heavy, sticky, and gets into everything. There would be traces
of it dripped all over the concrete if some had tried this. It's
probably too heavy to be lobbed at all."


"The whole thing seems impossible," Jake said out loud.


"I wouldn't worry too much," the chemist went on. "As
pranks go, this one is harmless. Just drain and refill the pool,
and everything will be as good as new."







Jake had already shot an award banquet ceremony, in which officials
presented Greg and the team with a huge silver racing trophy.
Greg was all done up in a snazzy dark green tuxedo, complete with
double-breasted vest. He looked incredibly dashing.


Jake had also shot footage of Greg, Sam and the rest of the racing
team touring the real life factory where the car was made. For
this, the whole team was garbed in formal dress uniforms, the
same shade of red as their leather racing suits. The formal team
uniforms were something like a cross between pilots' dress uniforms
and police uniforms, only in a bright red cotton twill, with huge
patch pockets, silver badges on the chest, tall black boots and
shiny silver buckles and collar insignia. They were worn with
a white dress shirt, and red tie. The team sported the same red
police-style caps they had worn with their racing suits. The uniforms
looked exceptionally smart and dressy. The gorgeous uniforms had
a party-like feel, as if the team were dressed up for a night
on the town. They seemed designed to make their wearers look like
figures of romantic fantasy. Jake loved them.


Logic was unimportant in silent film costuming. Everyone wanted
to see movie stars dressed up to the nines.


Meanwhile, the engineers at the factory, some real, some Mammoth-Art
actors, all wore long white lab coats, white dress shirts, and
a wide variety of multi-colored red, silver, white, green and
black ties.


Both the lab coats, and the red dress uniforms worn by the racecar
crew, had been Jake's idea. Jake felt the costume department had
really surpassed his expectations with them. Jake also had some
ideas for the factory itself.


The designers from Mammoth-Art had also had much of the factory
repainted, in brilliant shades of red, silver and green. Some
walls were full of checkerboard racing patterns. Others were full
of dazzling spirals, made up of red, white and green curving lines.
They had a hypnotic effect when looked at. Revolving machinery
at the factory was also painted in green and red spirals, that
seemed to circle endlessly. A huge piston at the plant was painted
the same color red as the team's uniforms. Its relentless forceful
ramming motion was cut in as a recurring refrain in the factory
scenes. There were dissolves from the piston to the racers in
their fiery red uniforms.







Patrick O'Donahue played a reporter in the film, covering the
track meet. The handsome young Irish actor wore a snappy reddish-brown
suit, with a red bow tie. His tie was the same shade as the racecar.
So were the red pencil with which he took notes, and the red wrappers
on the chewing gum he kept popping into his mouth. He looked like
a fresh, good-natured smart aleck.


Jake had already shot scenes of O'Donahue interviewing Greg at
Greg's office. The "office", a set back at the studio,
was something like a business office - Jake had told the art director
he imagined it like a stock broker's office. The set was full
of red leather furniture: Greg sat on a huge red leather throne
like chair, behind a large wooden desk, and there were red leather
couches and chairs. Along one wall was a scale model of Greg's
red racecar, to which the men could point. There were also bookcases
full of silver racing trophies, and lots of photographs on the
walls, in red frames. The carpet on the floor was full of swirling
red, green and silver lines, which formed a dizzying series of
spirals and wavy patterns. Greg wore his red pilot's style dress
uniform. All in all, he looked like a top official in the snazzy
office.


The two-color process involved a sophisticated camera. Light entering
the camera was split by a prism into two beams. One passed through
a red filter, picking up only the color red; the other beam through
a green filter, capturing green light. The two images, one for
red light and one for green light, were fixed by the camera on
the negative side by side.


Later, when the negative was printed in the lab, two positive
color prints were made, one of the red image, one of the green.
Each print was made with a colored dye. These were glued together,
making a print that showed both red and green.







Jake shot a comedy sequence on the street that Tuesday. This would
involve motorcycles, not racecars. The comedy relief episode was
a piece of free-form whimsy, and had little logical connection
with the rest of the film.


Jake had Mammoth-Art comedian Seltzer Floyd, in a red and green
version of his regular clown suit, entertaining little kids at
the race track.


Seltzer was handing out green, white and red striped candy canes
to the kids when a villain showed up, in a black old-fashioned
suit and a handlebar mustache. The villain distracted Seltzer's
attention with a puff of black smoke, then stole Seltzer's huge
bag of candy. Seltzer set off a gun, which unfurled a white and
green flag saying "HELP!". Sam and Jake ran up, wearing
their red leather racing suits, and carrying huge shiny red cylinders.
They shot jets of bright red seltzer water out of them at the
villain, who promptly caught a passing old black jalopy driven
by more mustached bad guys. The villains were part of Seltzer's
regular troupe. Most were big, tall, tough looking men. Many were
over a foot taller than Seltzer. They regularly menaced Seltzer
in his comedy shorts. They never smiled, and always looked serious
and menacing, no matter how absurd the situations they and Seltzer
found themselves in. They played everyone from cops chasing Seltzer
to outlaw cowboy gangs. Here they were done up like villains in
old time stage melodramas. Even though this was a color film,
they were in head to toe black.


Greg came roaring up chasing after the crooks on a huge motorcycle,
painted the same fiery color red as his racing suit. Greg started
shooting off huge arching jets of sticky red foam at the bad guys,
squirting it out of a red cylinder attached to the front of his
bike. The fiery red foam shot a dozen feet in the air. The other
racers immediately followed Greg on their matching motorcycles,
including Jake and Sam. Each racer had his team number in silver
on his red bike. Bringing up the rear was Seltzer, riding on an
absurdly small green and red peppermint-striped motorcycle. Seltzer's
cycle was remarkably fast, if small, and soon he was weaving in
and out of the other cycles, speeding toward the front. Seltzer,
who was born into a family of circus acrobats, started doing a
series of comic stunts on the tiny cycle. First he rode on one
leg, then standing on his head on the cycle seat, then lying down
on the bike.


Meanwhile, Greg had unraveled a huge red lariat, twirling it through
the air while riding his cycle. Greg soon lassoed the villains
and their car, bringing them to a halt. The heroic racers then
came to a stop in a circle, surrounding the villains on their
red motorbikes. Seltzer went around to the racers, pointing out
everyone's seltzer bottle fastened on the bikes. Each racer squirted
a huge jet of red liquid foam at the villains, from the jutting
red cylinder at the front of his cycle. The jets arched higher
and higher, virtually exploding from the high pressure in the
tall cylinders. The villains promptly got out huge black umbrellas,
and put on long black raincoats, warding off the attack. The racers
looked baffled and stymied, sitting there on their huge cycles.
Seltzer aimed a small bottle at the chief bad guy. Its thin green
jet of seltzer bounced harmlessly off the villain's shiny black
rain slicker. Our heroes decided to try a different approach.
Seltzer handed each racer a lariat. Each racer then lassoed a
different villain. As the racers tied up the captured villains
with their bright red lariats, the courageous-now-the-fighting-was
over Seltzer squirted each helpless villain in the face with his
seltzer bottle. Seltzer then grabbed back the bag of stolen candy.
The last shot showed Seltzer standing on a mound of hog-tied villains,
throwing candy to a mob of happy little kids.


The whole sequence lasted around three minutes on the screen,
shot in the breathless style of silent comedy. It was many little
kids' favorite part of the finished film. "Fun at the track"
the sequence's sole title card read.


The Studio maintained teachers, who taught its cowboy movie performers
how to ride, use a lariat and other cowboy tricks with rope. Jake
had taken the class too, on the pretext that it would help him
with his writing. Actually, Jake had wanted to use a lariat since
he was a little kid. Now, Jake could twirl a lasso with the best
of them. He loved jumping through a rope he was twirling, and
other cowboy tricks. Jake had had no trouble finding Mammoth-Art
players who could lasso for his film - most of the actors on the
lot were expert cowboys.







A second blue envelope arrived for Harry the day before the big
racetrack shoot. It said, "Keep thinking blue!" It was
unclear what anyone could do about it. Jake made sure that security
arrangements would be tight at the racetrack.







There were no crowds at the race. Jake planned to intercut crowd
shots, to be taken later that week during a real race. The camera
set-ups for Greg's racing shots were too complex, and the two-color
process too demanding, to allow the filming of a real race. Instead,
all of this morning's filming would be especially staged for the
camera. This would also increase safety, always a big concern
during a movie shoot.


The racetrack was glad of the publicity, and also glad to get
the track's snazzy new paint job.


The racetrack itself had been repainted. Its wooden stands and
buildings were now mainly a soothing shade of green, with white
trim. Occasionally, bright red and green checkerboard areas had
been painted onto the walls, to give a jazzy racing flag effect.
Checkerboard regions of the walls in red and white or in green
and white could also be found. The red leather racing suits of
the team really stood out against the green walls. The track referees
had been provided with green and white checkerboard flags to wave,
to start and end the races. The costume department had also given
these officials new uniforms: white dress shirts with green ties,
white golfing sweaters, and white slacks. The traditionally seedy
looking officials looked more clean cut than they had in years.
They also stood out vividly in the color footage. Jake also sent
in several clean cut, wholesome looking young actors in really
good suits, to pretend to be track officials, congratulating Greg
before the race. Jake was not taking any chances with his star's
image. Like most silent stars, Greg had to combine glamour with
a 100% good guy reputation. Greg was not a goody two shoes. His
films were made to entertain, not to preach. But they always had
to be morally unobjectionable. Parents had to be comfortable taking
their kids to them. Plus, adults too wanted to see a film with
a real hero.


For the camera, Jake had to show his identification to one of
the new "track officials", before being admitted to
the track. This friendly young man waited politely while Jake
unzipped a back pocket on the trousers of his red leather jump
suit. Jake pulled a shiny red leather wallet out of his pocket,
and opened it up for the "official". Inside was a shiny
silver badge, like a policeman's, with Jake's team number 9 on
it. The badge matched one Jake wore on the front of his high peaked
red uniform cap, which Jake sported on a jaunty angle on his head.
The handsome young "official" gave Jake a million dollar,
movie star smile, and pumped Jake's hand in a manly manner. Jake
closed up the wallet, and returned it to his rear pocket, closing
up the pocket with its huge silver zipper. The official, dressed
in a sharp black three piece suit that would have done any stockbroker
proud, waved Jake into the track through a green and white checkerboard
door.


The whole scenario did not make too much sense to Harry. As he
had said to Jake last week, why couldn't the track official just
check the badge on Jake's police style uniform cap? The huge,
stiff cap was hard to miss, being the same brilliant shade of
red as Jake's racing suit. The silver badge in front, over the
cap's shiny black visor was pretty conspicuous, too. But still,
it was Jake's biggest bit of business in the scenario, and Jake
duly showed up, smiled, and hit his chalk mark for the camera.
When Harry saw the sequence on the screen, he realized Jake was
right. It did add a sense of respectability to the proceedings.


This film was the first time Jake had been on camera solo. He
knew enough to smile, and otherwise keep his actions low key.
Jake also knew to keep as still as possible when he was in the
background of group shots. Any motion on his part would distract
from the actions of Greg in the foreground. Jake began to realize
a little bit what actors went through. It was good experience
for his work as a scriptwriter.


Now that he was off-camera for the rest of the day, Jake stripped
off the red leather gauntlets he wore with his racing suit, fastening
them to a green thong on the side of the suit's belt, provided
for that purpose. Jake set up the next shot.


The interior of the car's engine had been carefully cleaned and
polished the night before. The chrome tubing gleamed silver in
the bright sunlight. Two metal caps had been painted different
shades of green. The whole engine looked like a beautiful piece
of abstract sculpture. Jake was busy taking close-ups of the engine.
The racing team's mechanics reached in, protected from the heat
of the car by their large red gauntlets.







Felicia Alburton had shown up, to cheer Greg and Jake on. She
was also pleased to meet Sam again, whom she hadn't seen since
the helicopter mystery. Felicia had followed the Studio's instructions
about permitted colors in clothes, and worn an elegant, formal
light green dress with a huge matching picture hat. A distinguished
looking pair of "officials" in good suits welcomed Felicia
to the race, in front of the camera. Felicia was a famous author
of romantic novels, and the studio frequently included shots of
her in its publicity. She had a heavy following among women readers.
Felicia was also considered an "authority" about romance,
and was often quoted in the press about all things concerning
love and matrimony. Her presence would simultaneously confer both
glamour and respectability on the race proceedings, in the view
of many of her readers.


Harry Callaway was present, to shoot more color still photographs
of the production. Harry was in a regular business suit. He had
no intention of appearing before the camera, something he rarely
did. Even Harry was dressed in gray. He would not have dreamed
of wearing a blue suit, blue being a taboo color in today's shoot.
Yellow and gold were also nowhere to be seen around the track.







The most important person working with Jake on the shoot was the
assistant director, popularly known as the AD. Despite his title,
the AD was not really Jake's assistant. Instead, the AD's job
was to make sure every performer, car, prop and crew member were
in place and on time for each shot. Being an AD was a prestigious,
well paid job in Hollywood. Today's AD was a wiry looking man
of around 35, who radiated energy and good cheer.


Peggy was a familiar sight at the track, bicycling all over, rushing
to the assistance of disabled cars. Her bike was red, and Jake's
film crew had not needed to replace it with another bike for today's
filming. Peggy's bicycle was very low slung, almost as low as
a kid's tricycle. She drove it with her legs stretched out in
front of her. The bike was her own design.


"It's more energy efficient than a standard bike" she
told Jake and Felicia. "I build the bikes myself, in my workshop
here at the track."


Felicia was fascinated.


There were two large saddlebags attached to the rear of the bike.
Peggy used them to carry her equipment.


Peggy's boyfriend Slim ran the souvenir stand at the track. He
was a typical racetrack tout, good looking in his cheap but flashy
suit. He seemed tacky to Jake, and a lot less respectable than
the hard working Peggy. Jake could see why a flashy type like
Slim might impress a nave young woman, without much worldly
experience. He hoped that Slim would not lead Peggy into heartache.


While Peggy occasionally would slip into long shots filmed by
Jake at the track, Jake made sure to exclude Slim from the movie.
Slim conveyed the wrong image of non-respectability to Jake.







Sam did some maintenance on the exhaust pipes, that emerged in
the center of the racecar's front hood. Sam lay face down on the
car, stretched out along the long front nose cone of the racecar.
Jake had the camera on a crane, looking straight down on Sam and
the car. It was a striking shot. Sam's red leather jumpsuit exactly
matched the color of the car. Sam inched his way forward over
the surface of the car, checking the series of exhaust pipes jutting
out of the hood. It was a slow, stop-and-go process. Sunlight
shone off of the back of Sam's shiny leather suit, and the polished
surface of the racecar. Sam motioned for Greg to get in the car.
Greg jumped in the seat, and tested the engine. Sam sat up grinning,
straddling the nose of the car, his legs wrapped around the sides
of the car. Sam gave a big thumbs up gesture, and stood up, adjusting
his cap at a jaunty angle. Sam's badge, with his team number 1,
glittered in the sun.







Jake was filming the shot where Greg's red racecar went through
two tunnels, on the far side of the track. The shot opened with
the red car coming out of the first tunnel, then driving three
hundred yards to the right and into the second tunnel. It would
look spectacular on screen, but was actually a fairly simple shot
to set up.



 

"Action!" the assistant director called out.


Two cars were scheduled to come out of the first tunnel before
the red one. One was silver, the second was green. The silver
car emerged.


Then a bright blue racecar came out of the first tunnel. It was
the forbidden blue color again!


The blue racecar was shaped like all the others. It was car #22,
according to the gold numbers on its side and hood. Gold was also
a taboo color in today's shoot.


The frustrated looking AD was about to yell "Cut!" when
a signal from Jake stopped him. Jake wanted a record on film of
whatever the blue car was going to do. It was clearly some sort
of interloper on the film, not a car the studio had hired. It
reminded Jake of the blue pool, and the second blue message that
Harry had received this morning.


The blue car moved with painful slowness down to the mouth of
the second tunnel. It clearly wanted to linger as long as possible
in the shot. The green car whizzed past it. So did the red racecar.
The driver of the blue car stuck a blue and gold pennant out of
the car, and waved it. Finally the blue car disappeared into the
mouth of the second tunnel. The silver, green and red racecars
had already gone into the second tunnel.


Soon the cars would emerge from the other side of the second tunnel.
Jake could not see this, which was hidden by a track building,
but he had his assistant Thomas O'Brien watching there, to make
sure there were no injuries or mishaps. Soon after this the cars
should be visible to Jake on the track again.


The silver car, the green car and the red racer all showed up
on the track, beyond the building. At the same time, Peggy rode
out of the mouth of the second tunnel on her bicycle, on its left.
This was where the cars had gone in the second tunnel, a minute
before.


There was no sign of the blue car. Jake signaled for the AD to
yell Cut. Jake and the AD were already racing to the mouth on
the left of the second tunnel.


"Did you see the blue car?" Jake asked Peggy.


"What blue car?" she replied.


The tunnel was as dark as night inside. Jake grabbed a lantern
by the second tunnel's entrance, and ran into it. The lantern
cast an eerie white light on the tunnel roof and walls. It was
a simple wooden tunnel, made of solid looking wooden beams. There
were no doors anywhere in the sides or ceilings, as far as Jake
or the AD could tell. Soon Jake and the AD had emerged outside
the second tunnel's far end.


"Did you get a good look at the blue car when it emerged
from this end?" Jake asked O'Brien there.


"What blue car?" O'Brien said.


O'Brien had not seen the blue car here at all. "I've been
watching the shooting for the last fifteen minutes," O'Brien
went on. He pushed up the peaked cap of his red racing suit. "In
fact, I haven't seen a blue car at any time today. The silver,
green and red racecars come out of the second tunnel, right on
schedule, though."


Impossible as it seemed, the blue car had gone into the tunnel,
and vanished.







Jake asked the drivers of the cars on the track, if they had seen
anything.


"There was something strange about the blue car," the
driver of the green car said. This was Mammoth-Art cowboy actor
Tom Wilson, playing a major supporting role in Jake's picture
as Greg's biggest rival. Wilson wore a spectacular, green metallic
racing suit, that glittered like a million emeralds in the sun.


"There was no exhaust coming from the blue car's tail pipe,"
Wilson went on. "This was strange - every other car on the
track was putting out exhaust." Greg, who had been driving
the red racecar, nodded in agreement.


In Jake's screenplay, the racer played by Wilson would eventually
help his rival Greg, when Greg's tire blows out. This selfless
act of sportsmanship will cost Wilson the race. Jake thought Wilson
would be perfect for the high-minded racer. And it would give
Wilson a rare non-cowboy role.


The driver of the silver car hadn't seen anything. "I was
the first car out in front," Paul Rozier, the driver, said,
"and all the action was taking place behind me." Paul
had met Jake and Greg during the Milwaukee school mystery they
had solved. Paul was an expert fencer, and after his graduation
from high school, had come to Los Angeles and played a few small
roles in swashbuckling pictures while working his way through
college. Paul was wearing a fancy, double-breasted silver leather
racing suit, full of zippers and silver buckles.







"I've seen that blue car in a hangar," Hal told Jake.
"Peggy and I just saw it this morning." He led Jake
and the AD into one of the many hangars at the track used to store
racecars. This hangar was rented by a racer named Samson, who
was not at the track today. In a row of eight racers, a blue car
with 22 on the hood was third from the left. It looked like the
car that had disappeared from the tunnel.


Jake had Hal open the hood. Inside, the engine crammed into the
space under the hood was faintly warm. The gold and blue pennant
was on the seat of the car.


"This hangar is on the far side of the track from the tunnel,"
Jake said. "How could anyone get a bright blue racecar all
the way over here without anyone seeing it? It seems impossible."


No one had an answer.


Jake sat down, and started up the blue car's engine. It made a
loud roar, and exhaust came out its tail pipe, just like any other
car.


Hal had not been seen anywhere during the appearance of the blue
racecar on the track. Jake wondered if Hal had been driving it.







Jake did not want to disrupt his schedule any more. He was sorely
tempted to drop everything but the mystery of the blue car. But
he had a whole team waiting to continue the shooting. After all,
nothing had happened other than twenty minutes of lost time, and
a ruined piece of film. Jake determined not to let anything keep
him from filming. The AD set up the tunnel shot again, and this
time it all went perfectly.


Next on the schedule were some medium shots of Greg in his racecar,
pulled over for a pit-stop near the stands. A lighting crew had
been setting up this shot while the tunnel scenes were filmed.


Everyone was ready for this shot of Greg and the racecar.


Except Greg. He was nowhere to be seen.


This was very unlike the punctual Greg. Greg was a real professional.
He was ALWAYS on the set for his shots. He would take a brief
break to freshen up while he was not needed, then return immediately
to the set. While he would sometimes joke in a friendly way with
the crew during a lighting change, he never horsed around on the
set.


A hasty search by the AD's assistants did not turn up Greg.


Jake brought in Al Kucinich, who was heading up security that
day. Mammoth-Art had stationed its own security guards around
the track, as was its custom during location shoots. Al Kucinich
was at the main gate. Al, like the other guards, was wearing his
black police uniform.


"My men are watching the gates of the track," Al told
Jake, "Greg has definitely not left the race course."


"Maybe Greg left the race course, while nobody was looking,"
someone suggested.


"You mean a famous movie star, six feet two inches tall,
wearing a bright red leather suit, somehow left the track and
nobody noticed?" Jake asked. "This is ridiculous. There
is tight security at all the doors."


A thorough, exhaustive search of the whole racetrack was ordered.
It turned up nothing.


Impossible as it seemed, Greg had vanished.







This was an impossible event that Jake could not ignore. The star
of his picture, and his best friend was missing.


Jake had Al call the police.


Jake recalled horrifying headlines in last week's paper. There
were a rash of unrelated kidnappings of movie stars recently.
The stars had been held for ransom by various punk hoodlums and
gangsters. Some of the stars had been returned unharmed. One was
not so lucky.


Jake got violently upset.


Jake forced himself to calm down.


If ever Greg were depending on him, now was the time. Jake could
not fight against gangsters. But he could use his brain power,
to try to solve the mystery.


Greg must still be on the track somewhere. Hidden in a place no
one had thought of looking. Maybe it had something to do with
the mystery of the blue car. Jake was not sure that the two were
the same mystery. He had never heard of cheap hoods pulling a
stunt like the blue car. Still less of their announcing it in
advance with the messages in the blue envelopes. Still, the kidnapping
and the blue car could hardly be a coincidence. There was probably
some link...


Near the entrance to the track were a series of cannonball trees.
The Couropita trees produced huge red flowers, followed by large
fruit that looked like brown cannonballs. The trees were odd in
that both flowers and fruit were on special branches that curved
off the base of the trunk of the tree, near the ground. The top
of the tree, with the main branches and leaves, produced no flowers
or fruit at all. Inside the fruit were large nuts, which were
closely related to Brazil nuts, something that Jake loved. Jake
sat down under the trees, stretching his legs. He stared at the
beautiful red and white flowers. The flowers were spectacularly
asymmetric, and curved over a brush of red and purplish stamens.
They reminded him of the red racecar. He began to think about
the case.







Jake confronted Peggy. They rapidly discussed the case. And the
stunt involving the disappearing blue car. An embarrassed but
defiant Peggy admitted her involvement with the blue car.


"It was just a harmless stunt!" Peggy said. "And
I had nothing to do with Greg's disappearance," she added.


"Tell me," Jake told her urgently, "Do you have
any more of the special racecars on the lot? Ones that are empty
under the hood where the engine would be?"


"I made a back-up," Peggy said. "A good mechanic
always makes a spare."


"Show it to me at once!" Jake commanded.


Peggy took them towards one of the many storage hangars in the
track. Jake flagged down Al Kucinich on the way, and two other
security guards who were with him. Peggy showed Jake the auto,
a blue car identical looking to the one that disappeared earlier.


"Get this hood open!" Jake ordered. A bewildered looking
Peggy obeyed.


Inside the engine cavity, a bound and gagged Greg was laid face
down in the space.


Jake and Al soon had Greg free. Greg stood up, stretched his huge
frame, and seemed unharmed.


"I knew you would come for me, Jake!" a happy Greg told
his friend. Greg and Jake stood there side by side, both in their
red leather racing suits.


"A masked gunman cornered me in the wash room," Greg
told them. "He led me through a tunnel under the tracks,
tied me up, and stuffed me in this strange racecar. It does not
seem to have an engine at all!"


"He told me he was going to ransom me for big bucks,"
Greg went on. "I never saw his face."


Jake turned to Peggy. She looked really frightened.


"I know nothing about this!" she said. "I would
never harm anyone."


"You told Slim about the cars," Jake accused.


A frightened looking Peggy wanted to deny it. Instead, she slowly
nodded her head. "Slim couldn't be involved in anything like
this!"


Al and his fellow guards soon captured Slim at the souvenir stand,
turning him over to the police.


Slim confessed everything. He had seen his big opportunity to
get rich, when Peggy told him about the racecar stunt she was
planning. He had kidnapped Greg, stuck him in the car, and planned
to hold him for ransom. Slim had not told Peggy anything about
this, and she was not involved.


"People could have searched this hangar all day, and never
suspected anything," Jake later told the police. "All
the other racecars have engines packed tightly under their hoods.
There would not be space to store a cat in them, let alone a man
Greg's size. Slim probably planned to tow the phony racecar, with
Greg inside, right out of the track that night, after the film
people left. Then hold Greg for ransom."







The rest of the day's shooting was brought to a successful close.


Afterwards, Jake, Felicia, Greg, Al, Peggy, Harry, O'Brien, Wilson,
Paul and Sam were all talking about the events of the day. Jake,
O'Brien, and Sam had changed out of the red racing outfits back
into the regular business suits they had worn to the track that
morning, while Greg and Wilson had donned full white tie and tails.
Harry took some more publicity photographs of Greg and Wilson
with the racecars.


Jake was discussing how the stunts were done.


"I tend to believe that Peggy was not involved in Greg's
kidnapping," Jake said. "But she was responsible for
the pool, and the vanishing blue car."


"It's hard to get noticed," Peggy said. "I've tried
several times to get a job interview at Mammoth-Art's Special
Effects department, but no one would talk to me. So I came up
with this scheme to show you what I could do."


Jake suddenly recalled seeing Peggy waiting in the lobby of the
front entrance at Mammoth-Art. It explained why her face looked
familiar.


"All I wanted was a job at Mammoth-Art," Peggy said.
"I just planned some harmless stunts, so you all would see
what I could do as a special effects person. I had no idea that
Slim would take advantage of them to kidnap Gregor von Hoffmansthal."


"You and Hal were the only persons present at both of the
incidents, but not the other locations where nothing happened,"
Jake said to Peggy. "We had the same cast and crew at all
times, but stuff only went wrong at the pool and the racetrack.
The other people at the track were not at the pool, except for
Hal. This could just be a coincidence - someone from the crew
could have held off with incidents at other times. Still, it was
suggestive, and made me take a closer look at you." Jake
decided it would be tactful not to mention that his friends Harry
Callaway and guard Al were also present at the pool and track.


"Hal was not involved in the stunts at all," Peggy said.
"He knew nothing about them."


"Before you left Upshaw's, the night before the preview,"
Jake told Peggy, "you put some blue food color in a toy boat
floating on Upshaw's pool. It floated there harmlessly all night.
When the big rainstorm came the next morning at seven, it swamped
the little boat, causing it to sink to the bottom of the pool.
The swimming pool immediately turned blue."


"How did the blue car vanish?" Greg wanted to know.


"The car that disappeared is not a real car," Jake went
on. "It is actually just a thin paper shell over a bicycle,
supported by balsa wood struts. The shell can be torn off, then
folded up and put away in a small space, such as the saddlebags
on the back of the bike. You are left with just a bicycle, one
that looks just like the low riding bike Peggy pedals around the
track. The fake car has no engine. It only moves when the rider
pedals the bicycle inside it. Powering the car-bike was easy.
There is very little extra weight beyond the bike itself. Balsa
wood weighs almost nothing. The saddlebags were empty.


"What happened at the track was this. Peggy was waiting inside
the first, left hand tunnel, in the fake car. She then pedaled
the fake blue car down the track, and into the second tunnel.
She tore off the paper covering off the car. She folded it up,
and stuffed it and the balsa wood struts supporting it, in the
saddlebags on the bicycle. She was just left with a harmless looking
bike. She also took off the blue headscarf she wore, which from
a distance looked like a helmet. She put that and the pennant
she waved in the saddlebag, too. Then she rode the bike back out
the mouth of the tunnel, where she had just entered.


"The blue paper car was painted to look exactly like a real
blue racecar, the one in Samson's hangar. That real car never
left the hangar at all. It just sat there. But we got the misleading
impression that they were the same car. Earlier that morning,
Peggy had left a similar pennant on the seat of the real car in
the hangar, and warmed up its engine.


"Due to the noise of the cars on the racetrack, no one noticed
that the paper car made no noise. We were all too far away at
the camera to distinguish individual car sounds. The drivers of
the other racecars couldn't hear much above the roar of their
own engines. And of course on film none of the cars makes any
noise. Film is silent. Wilson did notice that the blue car emitted
no exhaust. It had no engine! And the slow speed the blue car
was driving was another clue. It was as fast as Peggy could pedal.


"I never asked O'Brien on the far right side of the second
tunnel whether he saw Peggy going into the tunnel," Jake
went on. "If I had, I would have learned that O'Brien had
not seen her ride in on her bike. And I knew she hadn't entered
from the left side mouth, where we were watching. This would have
given us a strong clue to what happened in the tunnel."


"The fake blue racecars were easy to make," Peggy said.
"I've been making model airplanes in balsa wood all my life.
The blue cars were made using the same technique, but on a larger,
life-size scale. They hardly cost anything either."


"Peggy made a second duplicate blue car, one that wasn't
used in the stunt in the tunnel at all," Jake went on. "When
Slim learned about it, he kidnapped Greg and stuck him in it.
It made a perfect hiding place."


"It was just intended as a harmless stunt," Peggy said.
"To get me a job. The fake cars have no gasoline or engine
in them. If you needed to crash or burn one for a scene in a picture,
it would be completely safe. They can't explode. You really need
safe special effects like that for motion pictures. I can provide
them."


"The motion picture industry is brand new," Peggy went
on. "There are many woman working in it in craft positions.
It is a good career."


"Women are good at picture work," Felicia Alburton interjected.
"They have an eye for detail, and that is what is needed
for the complex craftsmanship demanded by pictures. It's an established
fact," she declared emphatically. Felicia was an ardent feminist.
Her belief about women and detail was widely shared in the picture
industry.


Felicia gave Peggy her card. "Come and see me Monday at the
studio," Felicia told Peggy. "I'll introduce you to
the head of the Special Effects department at Mammoth-Art."







At first Jake was annoyed with Peggy for interrupting his shoot.
But he felt even more grateful to her for showing him the car
where Greg was hidden. Jake decided to forgive and forget. He
sent her a pass to the premiere of the film, along with an ironical
gift of a dozen blue roses. They were the only splash of blue
at the otherwise red and green themed premiere.


For the film's premiere at a Hollywood movie palace, instead of
the usual white beams of light sweeping the sky, there were huge
red and green beams. The movie stills, displayed in the familiar
glass cases around the theater, were Harry's color photos, instead
of the usual black and white. They too caused a sensation with
the moviegoers at the theater. The racecar was displayed on a
huge raised platform in the theater lobby, where it attracted
crowds.


Jake's old friend, French reporter Claude Dufay, was touring the
States on a news story, and managed to attend the premiere. Dufay,
who was a specialist in racing and airplane news, loved the film.


The film was a big hit. Many people went back to see the thrilling
color spectacle a second time. Or as Variety headlined: "RAINBOW
RACER REVS REPEATS".


Peggy was cleared of all involvement in Slim's crime. She had
never done anything criminal, other than some misdemeanor vandalism
coloring Upshaw's pool, and he declined to prosecute Peggy. Instead,
Upshaw gave her a stern lecture, and hired her into Mammoth-Art's
Special Effects department.


"I've rather have her working for me, than working against
me," he told his vice presidents. 






Author's note: For more on two-color Technicolor, and many other
aspects of motion picture technology, please see Barry Salt's
Film Style and Technology: History and Analysis (Second
Edition, 1992) - Technicolor is discussed on pp. 149-150. For
the development of color still photography, see Beaumont Newhall's
The History of Photography (1982). For Leonardo Torres
y Quevedo and the early history of computing machines and techniques,
see Charles and Ray Eames' A Computer Perspective (1973,
1990). All three of these books are fascinating.


Aside from the real-life inventors mentioned in the tale, Louis
Lumire and Leonardo Torres y Quevedo, all the characters
and events in the tale are fictitious. 
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The Big Box



A Jacob Black "Impossible Crime" Mystery


By Michael E. Grost


Hollywood: August 1925.


The premiere of Speed Angels would be held in two weeks.
Jake had an official role at a movie premiere for the first time
of his career. As the film's director, he would arrive at the
theater, step onto the red carpet, and smile and wave to the newsreel
cameras reporting the event. Like everyone else at such premieres,
he was expected to follow Mammoth-Art tradition, and show up in
white tie and tails.


Ambrosio Perlucci, the top Mammoth-Art costume designer for contemporary
men's clothes, fitted Jake.


"White tie might be a little complex to wear properly,"
Jake told Perlucci dubiously. "I know everything has to be
just right. I've never worn white tie and tails in my life,"
he added in a rush.


"That is why Mammoth-Art has a class in it," Perlucci
said cheerfully. "In one hour of practice, you will learn
everything you need to know. It will be taught by one of our Costume
Department instructors."


Jake reported to the class next week. It was held in Mammoth-Art's
Education Building, a beautiful Art Deco ziggurat structure covered
in dazzling blue marble and green copper patterns. Around twenty
young actors were in the class. Jake was the only non-performer
present. Jake had never seen so many handsome, heroic looking
young men in one place in his life. Most came from poor backgrounds,
like Jake, and had never seen a tailcoat outside of the movies
in their lives. Jake was relieved that they were all as ignorant
as he was. The instructor was a friendly young man from the costume
department. Like Jake, he stood out by being the only other ordinary
looking person there. The instructor, an amazingly dexterous man,
soon had everyone tying ties and fastening waistcoats in front
of full length mirrors.


Jake noticed that although many of the men present had been dressed
by Perlucci, that each one looked different. Perlucci had varied
dozens of small details on each tail coat. Had one not known differently,
one would assume each man's tails were the product of a different
tailor. The men looked pleasantly varied as a group, as well as
looking good individually.


Heroes in movies and magazine illustrations always wore white
tie and tails. Jake frequently had his series hero, daring air
pilot Buzz Connors, wearing tails in his pulp adventures. Buzz
would have dinner with the American Ambassador in Lima, Peru,
who would ask him to find the survivors of a crashed plane in
the Amazon jungle, or to look for a rare plant with medical properties.
The pulp magazine illustrator would always depict Buzz in tails,
having dinner on a bougainvillea covered terrace. Now that Jake
had actually worn a tailcoat himself, he would be able to describe
Buzz's much better.







The premiere of Speed Angels was held at Hansen's Sumerian
Theater in Santa Monica. The huge movie palace was done up in
the style of an ancient building from the Middle Eastern civilization
of Sumer. Other movie palaces were Egyptian, or Persian, or Chinese.
The lavish decor and air conditioning of the palaces transported
everyone to world of luxury and adventure, all for a dime.


Jake's entrance to the theater went off without a hitch. That
fact that Jake looked faultless in his dazzling new white tie
and tails outfit was a big relief to him.


The Mammoth-Art performers who had appeared in Speed Angels
were all at the premiere. Perlucci had designed each man's white
tie and tails to express something about the character of its
wearer. The effect was subtle, but perhaps communicated all the
more effectively for that. Actor Gregor von Hoffmansthal was the
star of the movie - he had played the heroic driver of the red
racecar in the film. Greg looked dashing, and romantic. He also
definitely looked like a European aristocrat. This was Greg's
screen image, and it was conveyed by most of the clothes Perlucci
designed for him. Cowboy actor Tom Wilson looked four square,
American and trustworthy. He looked like a rock solid American
community leader. Even dressed up in tails, there was a hint of
Wilson's prairie persona. Patrick O'Donahue looked friendly and
good natured. Racecar developer Sam Teplinski, who had played
a cameo in the movie, looked commanding, like a captain of industry.
There was a touch of aggression to his appearance. Young fencer
Paul Rozier looked wistful and romantic.


Mammoth-Art publicity photographer Harry Callaway's tails made
him look like the young heir to a vast fortune, a nave young
man who had been born with a silver spoon in his mouth. Jake knew
that Harry had actually grown up dirt poor in the slums of Chicago.
Harry loved the millionaire look that Perlucci provided for him.
It apparently had been the subject of much discussion by Harry
and Perlucci. Harry had even brought in magazine illustrations
showing college students at fancy universities, to give Perlucci
an image of what he wanted. Perlucci had picked up on the idea
right away. It was impossible to look at Harry, and not get the
idea that he had spent his entire life cushioned by wealth. The
look did make Harry immediately charming to almost everybody.
Perlucci had also made suits and sport clothes for Harry, conveying
the same impression. As a PR man, Harry often had to go up to
complete strangers and make contact. The look of a nave
young heir certainly helped.


Jake's policeman friend Lt. Moe Apfelbaum looked heroic, and the
epitome of class. Perlucci admired the Lieutenant, and the stand
he had taken again the Carson mob. The clothes Perlucci designed
for Moe reflected Perlucci's beliefs and feelings. They almost
seemed like an editorial. Jake had sent his friend Moe passes
to the premiere. Moe was there, along with his wife Esther, and
their kids David and Hannah. Both little kids were obviously having
a great time, soaking up everything about the premiere with wide
eyes.


Jake's friend and fellow writer Felicia Alburton, who had made a cameo appearance in 
Speed Angels, was there in a red evening gown.


Tom Wilson's agent Sol Flanagan was also present in the audience,
looking awkward in what were probably rented white tie and tails.
Sol Flanagan had botched the tying of the white tie and the collar
of his outfit. Jake felt sympathy for him. It had taken Jake forever
to master the right way of tying the intricate bow tie. If he
had not had a class in it, Jake doubted he would ever have learned
how to do it right. When Jake found himself alone in the washroom
with Sol Flanagan, he retied his tie for him.


"I just learned how to do this myself!" Jake told Sol
Flanagan.


Other participants in the film were present at the premiere. Andrew
Wilcoxson was part owner of Jacaranda Park, the race track where
Speed Angels was shot. Andrew Wilcoxson was also the designer
of the green and silver racecars that had been used in supporting
"roles" in the movie. Hero Greg had driven the experimental
red racecar that was the center of the film. And his on-screen
rivals had driven the green and silver cars. Andrew Wilcoxson
was glad of the publicity the film was bringing his cars. He had
lobbied Harry Callaway and Mammoth-Art for even more publicity
for his racecars, but this had been nixed by Harry. "The
red racecar is the star of the movie!" Harry declared. "The
publicity centers on Greg and the red racer!" Andrew Wilcoxson
had been displeased, but had taken what publicity he could get,
anyway. Now Wilcoxson, a tall, well built man in his mid thirties,
was at the premiere. He looked forceful, with his straight brown
hair and well cut black tuxedo.







Greg, who was the star of the picture, was busy signing autographs.
Even through the buzzing crowds who surrounded him, one could
hear the click of the steel plates on his evening shoes, as he
snapped his heels together.


People also recognized Thomas O'Brien, who had a supporting role
in the picture. This was his biggest break in any of his small
film roles. O'Brien was clearly gratified by all the attention
he was getting from the crowd, who were besieging him for autographs,
too. O'Brien looked like a young sport in his evening clothes.
Publicity man Harry Callaway surprised O'Brien, by handing him
a stack of production photos O'Brien could autograph and hand
out to the crowd. These showed O'Brien in the fancy dress uniform
he had worn as a race car driver in the picture, a cocky grin
on his face. Harry also took photographs of Greg and O'Brien together,
the two men gleaming in their tails.


Both Greg and O'Brien stood in the huge open outdoor plaza in
the front of the theater. The plaza, covered with soothing light
green tile, was full of crowds of movie fans, who had turned out
to see the stars. Soon, the movie would begin. Greg and O'Brien
would make their way past Mammoth-Art studio guards, and into
the theater's vast lobby. The lobby was a cavernous structure,
decorated with red murals, red velvet, and gold trim.



 

The experimental racecar that starred in the film's racing adventure
was also on display. The red racecar was on a large metal stand
in the theater's lobby. The stand, which was five feet high and
around 8 feet long, looked like a solid block of red metal. It
had been especially created at the workshop at Jacaranda Park
to support the racecar.


Next to the lobby was the Green Room. The Green Room was a large
ballroom. It was at the front of the theater, but had its own
entrance. It was mainly used for non-movie events, such as receptions,
dances and civic celebrations, and was rented by organizations
who wanted a particularly festive gathering place for meetings
or dances. The Green Room had a spectacular ceiling, filled with ornamental 
green glass stalactites that hung down from it.


The Green Room was not being used in tonight's premiere. It was
not locked up, but no one from the premiere was stationed there,
either. One could enter the Green Room from the theater's lobby,
from the aisle behind the theater's seats, or from the outside
plaza of the theater.


The theater's lobby had the concession counter against the back
wall. It was doing a brisk business selling popcorn and fresh
roasted redskin peanuts.







Greg, Jake, Sam and Paul had sat together in a box on the side
of the auditorium during the screening. Jake found he was watching
the audience as much as the movie. He was gratified to see them
laughing or getting excited, in all of the right places.


There was a vaudeville show after the movie. Tonight's entertainment
would feature numbers by the stars of the film. Greg and his young
co-star, Paul Rozier, would give an exhibition fencing match.
Paul had driven the silver car in the film. Up next was actor
Tom Wilson, driver of the green racecar, who would do cowboy rope
tricks. Later Thomas O'Brien would sing Irish songs.


Studio head J. D. Upshaw was sitting in the box next to Jake's,
by the side of the screen.


A man in a postman's uniform went up to where Upshaw was sitting,
with the other Studio executives.


"Special Delivery package for Mr. Upshaw," he said respectfully,
"in the Green Room". The postman handed Upshaw a square
green envelope. Then he turned and disappeared into the crowd.


Upshaw and his lieutenants started moving toward the front of
the theater and the Green Room. A curious Jake followed. Upshaw
also signaled for Mammoth-Art studio guard Al Kucinich to accompany
them.


A strange sight greeted Upshaw in the Green Room. A large cardboard
box was standing in the middle of the room, on the floor. The
box was cubical, around 8 feet wide, long and high. It was a bright
green. It was surrounded by a green ribbon, a half a foot wide,
which was tied up into a fancy bow at the top of the box. The
whole package looked like a giant birthday present.


The photographers present started snapping pictures.


Mammoth-Art Vice President Thomas Grisby detached himself from
the group, and pulled open the bow. He then undid a latch at the
top of the cardboard box. The four sides of the box fell away.
The contents of the box stood revealed.


It was the green racecar that had appeared in the movie.


The photographers went wild.


Al moved forward, and checked the car out. It seemed harmless.
There was nothing strange in the engine, which Al and Sam Teplinski
opened up and studied.


"This is definitely the car we used in the film," Sam
told Jake. "It even has the same serial number in the engine."


Tom Wilson, who drove the green car in the picture, agreed. "There
is the nick at the lower side of the steering wheel," he
pointed out. "It was there during the shooting."


The photographers wanted Tom Wilson to pose with the green racecar.
After a nod from Upshaw, he agreed. Soon they were snapping pictures
of Tom Wilson in his tail coat, standing next to the car, and
seated in it. Tom also started up the car's engine, which made
a satisfying roar. Pictures of Wilson and the green racecar would
appear on the front pages of every newspaper in California tomorrow,
Jake thought. Maybe even in the United States. It would be called
"The Racecar Mystery", and be a publicity bonanza for
the cowboy actor Wilson. The newsreel cameramen who were covering
the opening were also soon taking film of Wilson and the car.


Jake studied the cardboard box. The box was made of thin, ordinary
cardboard, dyed a bright green. The sides were made of a series
of foldable panels. They were stiffened by light weight balsa
wood struts, that were inserted in cardboard rims on the inside
of the walls. The whole box was extremely light weight, weighing
no more than a few pounds.


Jake was unsure who had sent the green racecar. He could think
of three theories. Wilson's agent Sol Flanagan could have sent
the racecar, to get more publicity for Wilson. Then there was
Tom Wilson himself. Jake did not think the modest, painfully honest
Wilson would have done it himself - although most actors would
kill to get their picture in the papers. But Sol Flanagan was
an uninhibited man who would do anything to advance his clients'
interests. Jake's other candidate was the owner and designer of
the green car, Andrew Wilcoxson. All of the film's publicity had
centered on the red racecar. The green racecar's owner had complained
about this, to no avail. Perhaps this stunt was his way of attracting
attention to the car.


Sol Flanagan did not have pictures of Tom Wilson to give to reporters.
Publicity man Harry Callaway soon came to his rescue. Andrew Wilcoxson
was busy telling reporters all about the green racecar, and the
races it had won. He was also dexterously demonstrating features
of the racecar, with his agile hands.


Upshaw called Jake over. "Take a look at this," he ordered,
handing Jake the green envelope.


The envelope contained a snap shot. It showed the cardboard box,
all done up with a ribbon. The box was standing on the grounds
in front of the Santa Monica Post Office - one could see the name
on the building plainly in the photo. Jake turned over the snapshot.
On its back was printed with green ink, "To be delivered
Saturday, August 17, to Hansen's Sumerian Theater, by the US Post
Office."


Jake put the box back together again. It was easily assembled,
and then re-opened.


"I would love to have had this box to play with when I was
a kid," Jake told Moe.


"My kids would probably enjoy it now," Moe replied,
smiling.


"The box's base will not support the weight of the car,"
Jake pointed out to Moe. "How could the car have been delivered
inside such a flimsy cardboard box? The box would have collapsed
if the Post Office delivered it. And the bow looks fresh as a
daisy."


Jake called the Santa Monica Post Office. He reached the supervisor
of the night shift, who claimed to know nothing about the box.
There was no record at the P.O. of the package having been sent,
or any Special Delivery that night at the theater.







"How did the box get into the Green Room?" Jake wondered.


"The front doors of the theater have been guarded all evening,"
Mammoth-Art studio guard Al Kucinich assured him. 
Al was a muscular man in his twenties. Al looked impressive
in his dress black police uniform, his chest covered with medals
and silver metal Sergeant's insignia gleaming on his high, stiff
jet-black tunic collar. "We had a dozen men stationed there
at all times. My officers would have prevented any such package
from arriving through the main front doors, either of the lobby,
or the Green Room itself. And the Green Room was empty before
the show started - I checked it myself."


"Would you have heard any activity inside the Green Room?"
Jake asked.


"Probably not," Al admitted. "It was a real mob
scene outside, and the crowd was often roaring."


Jake also talked to Thomas O'Brien.


"I was too excited to sit and watch the movie," O'Brien
told Jake. "So I paced up and down in the aisle between the
seats and the lobby."


"Did you see anything that looked like the big box?"
Jake queried.


"Nope!" O'Brien declared. "I was in the aisle during
the whole screening. I could not see the door to the Green Room.
There is a large statue in the aisle, of someone marked Gudea
of Lagash. He was a big statesman in Ancient Sumer, according
to the statue's caption. This statue blocks one's direct view
of the Green Room door. But it certainly would not have obscured
anything like the box or the green racecar."


"Did you see people in the aisle?" Jake wondered.


"Quite a few," O'Brien said after thinking. "But
it was hard to tell who they were. The lights were dim, due to
the screening. And in the semi-darkness, the men looked especially
alike in their tails. All one would see is a gleaming expanse
of white shirt front. Any one of these could have gone around
the statue, and into the Green Room, and I would not have noticed."


"But unless they had the racecar in their pocket," Jake
added with a smile, "the car was not brought in through the
aisle."


Jake got a similar story from the two young women at the concession
counter. Like the other female attendants at the theater, they
were dressed as Sumerian princesses, with gorgeous headdresses
full of ostrich plumes, and blue and gold beadwork on their gowns.


"You can't see the door to the Green Room tonight,"
the older one told Jake. "It is blocked off by the red racecar.
But we certainly would have seen anyone bringing the green racer
or the box into the lobby, either from outside or the theater.
We could not miss it." The lobby was very well lit.


"People could easily gave gone in or out of the Green Room
through the door," the younger one added. "You can't
see the door from where we work." The two ladies let Jake
stand behind the concession counter. He could see everything in
the lobby, except the Green Room door, blocked off by the red
racecar.


The arrival of the big box in the Green Room seemed impossible.







Jake went into the aisle between the lobby and the seats. There
were several ushers stationed there. He went over to the large
statue of Gudea. The life-size stone figure was a replica of a
real, ancient statue of Gudea. There were dozens of portrait statues
of Gudea in museums around the world. Gudea had been the leader
of Lagash, a Sumerian city-state, in the 2100's BC. He was often
cited as the first individual known to history.


Like most ancient Sumerian statues, this one showed its subject
praying. Gudea stood there, his hands reverently clasped in prayer.
Jake was strongly reminded of modern people, when looking at the
statue. Gudea's praying seemed similar to the prayer that took
place during the church services in the chapel at the Methodist
orphanage where Jake grew up. Even though Gudea lived four thousand
years ago, he would have fit right in with a modern congregation.







The theater was owned by former Mammoth-Art actress Lola Hansen,
one of many real estate properties owned by the wealthy, retired
drama queen, who had grown rich on her oil leases in Los Angeles.


Jake sat down on a green cast-iron bench, outside in one of the
theater's gardens. Lola Hansen loved flowers; her lavish estate
was full of rare flowering trees from around the world. Her attentions
clearly extended to this theater, whose grounds were a delightful
botanical garden. On the arbor above him grew a vine with large,
bright green flowers. The sign on the arbor said the vine was
Austrobaileya scandens, a rare vine from the jungles of
Queensland, Australia, and one of the world's most primitive flowering
plants. The large, prehistoric looking flowers were beautiful,
with a touch of brown on their petals, and black and white among
their many stamens. The flowers had a strong and strange smell.
Many people would have found it unpleasant, but Jake liked all
odors. He loved to go around and sniff things, sticking his nose
into everything from plants to machinery. Just like a cat or a
dog. Jake was unused to green flowers, but found them appropriate
to the mystery of the green racecar. He began to think about the
case.







Joe was talking to Moe and Harry Callaway, in a secluded dressing
room at the theater.


"The interior of the red racecar's stand is hollow,"
Jake said. "When the stand was delivered to the theater yesterday,
it already contained the green racecar, carefully padded to prevent
damage. It also contained the cardboard box, which was all folded
up and unassembled, together with the balsa wood struts and a
spool of the green ribbon.


"Andrew Wilcoxson entered the Green Room from the aisle.
Then he crossed the room, and went into the lobby from the Green
Room. People at the concession stand cannot see this door, or
who goes in or out by it.


"During the film's screening tonight," Jake went on,
"Andrew Wilcoxson opened the panel on the back of the stand.
This panel faced away from the concession counter, and could not
be seen by the attendants there. Wilcoxson put the green racecar
into neutral, and wheeled it out through the lobby, and into the
Green Room. The racecars are small and light weight. He then brought
the box into the Green Room, and placed it open on the floor,
over a long length of the green ribbon. He wheeled the green racecar
onto the base of the box, put its transmission back in park, assembled
the box together with its balsa wood struts, and tied both ends
of the green ribbon up over the top of the box, making a fancy
bow. Everything was then all set for the discovery later."


"The postman was a fake," Jake went on. "He was
all part of the illusion that the box had been delivered by the
Post Office. So was the photograph, which was probably taken some
Sunday morning when the Santa Monica Post Office was deserted.
The green cardboard box was probably empty when the picture was
taken."


"There were some clues pointing to the racecar's builder
as the man behind the stunt," Jake went on. "He was
the only person present who had both a motive, and proven design
skills. Andrew Wilcoxson could easily have designed the cardboard
box, and the hollow stand which contained the car. The box especially
shows good craftsmanship. He is also dexterous enough to have
tied the ribbon into its fancy bow. Wilcoxson was also the person
most likely to have access to the green racecar - after all, he
owns it. And he is part owner of Jacaranda Park, where the custom
stand was built.


"Wilson's agent Sol Flanagan is no great shakes at tying
anything, judging by his white tie this evening," Jake went
on. "And if either he or Wilson had been behind this publicity
stunt, they would have been better prepared this evening. Sol
Flanagan did not even have pictures of Wilson to distribute to
the press, till Harry helped him out."







Jake decided that this had been one of the best nights of his
life. Both the premiere of his movie - and a mystery to solve!
Jake could not ask for anything more. 
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Gorilla with a Pearl Earring



A Jacob Black "Impossible Crime" Mystery


By Michael E. Grost


Hollywood, 1925


The largest Mammoth-Art Studio gym contained a boxing ring. Reporters
frequently were invited to exhibition matches, given by the Studio's
stars. These were workouts, in which the young actors would go
five or six rounds with a Studio trainer, as part of their regular
conditioning and exercise training. The trainer, a homely, tough
looking man named Mugs Kovalevsky, would always loose gracefully
to the star. The trainer was an expert at making the star look
good in the process. The star would give the reporters an interview,
talking to them between bouts of the match. The reporter would
stand below the ring, looking up at the star far above him, leaning
over the ropes at the reporter below. There were always plenty
of well-staged publicity photographs the Studio's PR rep would
hand out to the reporters, showing the star taking part in exciting
boxing bouts. And the reporters could bring their own photographers
along, to take pictures of the current match. The superb lighting
in the ring was excellent for press photography.


Patrick O'Donahue was the Studio star in the ring today. Leading
man O'Donahue was appearing in a new romantic comedy, The Fighting
Irishman, in which he played a boxer. O'Donahue's film costumes
had been designed to look good in a black-and-white film, and
in black-and-white publicity photos. O'Donahue was in shiny black
satin trunks. He wore matching black lace-up boxing shoes, whose
dozen or so criss-crossed white laces really stood out against
the high black shoes. His unusually large boxing gloves were covered
in black leather. O'Donahue's opponent, trainer Mugs, was in red:
red trunks, red boxing gloves, red shoes.


1920's America was sports crazy. Movie studios never lost a chance
to have their stars photographed as athletes. Both movies and
publicity shoots showed the stars as polo players, racecar drivers,
baseball players, college football heroes, tennis champions.







Jacob "Jake" Black was a writer at Mammoth-Art Studio.
Jake was an amateur sleuth who had solved several mysteries, with
the Los Angeles police. Jake decided to attend the boxing match,
but never suspected that he would encounter another mystery there.
Jake wore a dressy three-piece charcoal pinstripe business suit, with vest,
giving him an aggressive, jaunty air.


Jake ran into his friend Sophie Chadwick, a press photographer,
in the stands at the arena.


"I'm covering the match for the Daily Watch," Sophie
told him, mentioning her newspaper. "Did you hear about the
big jewel robbery?"


"No!" Jake said.


"It just happened two hours ago, here at Mammoth-Art,"
Sophie said. "That new European actress Mammoth-Art imported,
Pola Negri, was wearing the famous Padereski pearl earrings, as
a publicity stunt. They're priceless. Something went wrong, and
the pearls disappeared. No one knows if it is a real theft, or
a publicity stunt. But it's news."


"What do the earrings look like?" Jake asked.


"They're giant pink pearls, in silver settings," Sophie
replied. "Anyway, that's why all these reporters are here.
They rushed over to the studio to cover the theft. None of us
reporters were present at the actual theft, but we got detailed
eye-witness accounts from people who were. When the studio publicity
men got word of all these reporters on the lot, they hurriedly
set up this exhibition boxing match to get some publicity for
their new film."


"That sounds like the publicity department," Jake agreed.
"They never miss an angle or a trick."


"With all the guards around Mammoth-Art," Jake went
on, "how did the thieves get the pearls?"


"No one can figure that out either," Sophie said. "Pola
Negri, her Studio make-up people, dresser, maid, personal secretary
were all in her dressing room, upstairs right in this building.
Negri was being photographed with three young Mammoth-Art contract
players. The three men were all dressed as boxers, to help promote
The Fighting Irishman. Then Gloria Swanson swept in, with
her entourage, to congratulate Negri."


"The fan magazines say Swanson and Negri are rivals,"
Jake interjected, "for the Glamour Queen of Hollywood crown."


"They have the biggest feud since John L. Sullivan boxed
Jim Corbett!" Sophie replied. "But in person it's always
'dear' and 'darling' with each other. Anyway, La Swanson brought
her pet wolf hound on a leash. The pearls were just sitting there,
on Negri's dressing room table, and no one was paying attention
to them. The wolf hound, whose name is Boopsie, went over and
did something at the dressing table. The next anybody noticed,
the pearls were gone. Negri's maid was screaming, and everyone
went into a panic. At first, everyone thought Boopsie had eaten
the pearls. He could have done that, while no one was watching.
But the studio wheeled an X-Ray machine right into the dressing
room, and it was proven that the pearls were not inside Boopsie.
Swanson kept telling him what a good dog he was. She also fed
him some of his favorite chocolate creams. They tested the chocolate
creams, too - the pearls weren't there."


"Did they search the people in the dressing room?" Jake
asked.


"And how!" Sophie replied. "But none of them had
the pearls on them. They even used the X-Ray machine on the people,
and none of them had swallowed the pearls. Swanson made a rousing
speech about what a trouper she was, and insisted on being searched.
So Negri had to insist on being searched too. Neither dame had
the pearls, and no one else in the room did either. It became
clear that anyone in the room could have stolen the pearls - no
one was paying any attention to them on Negri's make-up table.
But what happened to the pearls then, no one can figure out."


"Did anyone leave the room?"


"Nope!" Sophie said. "The security guard outside
her dressing room made sure of that. They even searched him too.
No pearls. Impossible as it seems, the pearls vanished into thin
air!"


"Who were the young actors from Mammoth-Art?" Jake asked.


"Let's see," Sophie said. "It's easier to remember
by color. Each one was in different colored boxing outfit. Armand
Boucher was all in green - green trunks, green boxing gloves,
green shoes. He's supposed to be a romantic Frenchman on screen.
Actually, he's from Tennessee. Jimmy Martin was all in red, red
trunks, gloves and shoes, and Alfredo Notini was in yellow. He's
a Latin Lover - from Cleveland."


"I've seen these three guys around the studio," Jake
said, "but don't know any of them well. They are all new.
I've met Jimmy Martin. He's a really friendly, charming guy."
Jimmy was an All-American, guy-next-door type, instantly likable.







Jake's friend Thomas O'Brien was working as the referee in the
boxing match today. O'Brien was a young patrolman in the Los Angeles
police, who had a small side career as an actor. O'Brien played
the role of the ref in the movie, and having him here today would
get his face included in the publicity pictures. The handsome
young O'Brien wore a snappy black tuxedo. O'Brien was a real cop,
Jake reflected, but dressed as a civilian, while the numerous
men stationed around the arena in official looking police uniforms
were actually just studio security guards. "Only in Hollywood!"
Jake thought. The head security guard today was Al Kucinich, also
a friend of Jake's. Al was in one of the navy-blue police uniforms,
with huge Sergeant's chevrons on the sleeves. Sgt. Kucinich, as
his uniform name tag read, was a muscular man in his late twenties.


The ring was unusually high. There seemed no way to get up to
it. This would prevent over-eager fans from storming it, to get
close to the star. Jake wondered how the star, the trainer Mugs
and ref Thomas O'Brien had actually reached the ring. They were
already there when Jake arrived in the stands. Perhaps the Studio
had a moveable ladder, which the three men had climbed before
the start of the match. The ladder could then have been removed,
and put into storage. This did not seem very convenient, however.


The whole area underneath the ring was clearly visible, to anyone
standing there. There was nothing in it, except some strong metal
posts supporting the ring above. One could look right through
from one side of the ring to the other, with clear visibility
hardly impeded by the thin metal poles. The posts rested on the
hardwood floor of the gymnasium room. The light colored floor
was highly visible, against the shiny silver posts. The whole
area was much cleaner than most real boxing arenas - the Studio
always wanted a wholesome image.


Sophie put a telephoto lens on her camera, and got some good close
shots of the men boxing. Mugs was right-handed, Jake noticed,
while O'Donahue was a southpaw. A couple of friendly studio publicity
men, in loud, cheerful suits, were circulating among the reporters,
making sure they had everything from pens and paper to extra flashbulbs
for their cameras.







The match was over. O'Donahue was the victor, after ten rounds.
O'Donahue raised his hands in victory, while the crowd cheered.
He stepped forward to the edge of the ring.


"Thank you all for coming," Patrick O'Donahue told the
crowd, in his resonant, stage-trained voice. "It is so good
to see you all in person." In addition to reporters, the
gym was full of fans, who had been touring the studio when the
boxing match was announced. Being shirtless and in boxing gear
gave the hugely muscled O'Donahue a chance to show off his physique.


Meanwhile, Mugs had crouched down, in the far corner of the ring,
as if he were looking at something on the canvas floor of the
ring. He was soon lost to Jake's line of vision.


"If you will form one line," Thomas O'Brien told the
crowd, "Mr. O'Donahue will sign autographs." He retreated
to the center of the ring, while O'Donahue crouched down towards
the front edge of the ring, to greet his fans.


Jake was wondering what Mugs was doing. Jake got up, turned, and
stood up on his chair to get a higher view. Jake looked down into
the boxing ring.


Mugs had disappeared.


"But that's impossible!" Jake thought. Mugs was not
in the ring, on the floor of the gym, or anywhere else. He had
vanished completely. Jake could see right under the ring itself,
through to the bare gym wall on the other side. Mugs was not under
the ring, either.


"In the ten seconds in which I stood up on the chair,"
Jake thought, "Mugs vanished."


There were plenty of people in the arena. But they were all in
suits. Mugs, shirtless and in bright red boxing trunks, would
have stood out instantly in the crowd.


Neither Thomas O'Brien nor Patrick O'Donahue in the ring seemed
at all perturbed. Jake began to relax.


"Probably Mugs just left the ring by some normal route I
don't know about," Jake thought. "I'll asked people
later how Mugs made his exit."


Jake noticed that his friend O'Brien also crouched down, in the
center of the ring. Jake saw him pick up a small pink object,
that had been lying on the canvas. O'Brien stood up and looked
at the object, plainly startled. The shiny pink object, about
twice the size of a large pea, glittered in the bright lights
of the arena. O'Brien put the object in the side pocket of his
tuxedo jacket.


Al Kucinich and the guards were beginning to herd the crowd of
autograph seekers toward the ring. A publicity man standing below
the ring handed O'Donahue a huge black fountain pen, which O'Donahue
was able to grasp with his black leather boxing gloves. The studio
publicity man was wearing a loud, flashy checked suit, like a
boxing promoter might wear.


Jake moved down to the ring's left side, away from the crowd,
and Thomas O'Brien followed Jake over there. The bright arena
lights shone on the dressy, shiny black tie Jake wore, 
Jake's well-polished black business shoes, his starched, gleamingly white dress shirt, 
and highlighted the pinstripes of his charcoal suit. 
Jake did not look like a boxing promoter. Jake looked like a business man. 
Maybe the Chairman of the Board of a vast corporation.


"What did you find, Thomas?" Jake asked him.


O'Brien somberly handed Jake the pink object. It was a pearl earring,
which shone with a beautiful luster.


"This is one of the Padereski pearls!" Jake said. Then
he looked up at O'Brien's troubled face.


"Jake," O'Brien began, "this is not going to look
good for me. The pearl wasn't there at the start of the match
- a million press photographs will show the canvas was bare. I'm
the only one who could have brought the pearl into the boxing
ring. You couldn't hide a jewel of this size in the boxing trunks
the men wore. So where did it come from? They are going to say
I brought it in my tuxedo."


"Nonsense," Jake said. But he began to feel worried.


"I'm the only outsider here, too," O'Brien went on.
"O'Donahue is a big star, and Mugs has worked for the studio
for years. I'm just an aspiring player that got hired off the
street for a few days work on the picture. I bet I only make a
fraction of the money those two do, too."


"Did you have an opportunity to steal the pearls?" Jake
asked.


"I was in a dressing room right down the hall, changing into
my tuxedo, when the pearls were taken," O'Brien said. "There
was a huge rhubarb. I identified myself as a police officer, and
helped search the area right after the theft. People will say
I found the pearls, and took them away with me."


"Maybe the real thief hid them in your tux," Jake said.
"That would be a clever idea - planting the pearls on one
of the police officers, to get them away from the crime scene.
And the pearl could have just fallen out of your tuxedo pocket
a minute ago, onto the ring."


"That won't wash, Jake," O'Brien said. "At the
start of the boxing match today, I checked to make sure all my
pockets were empty. It affects the hang of your tuxedo if something
is in the pockets, and I wanted to look my best for photographers.
My pockets were empty. And as you can see," O'Brien pointed
down, "my tuxedo has no cuffs. There is no place for an earring
to catch on to the tuxedo."


"What about now?" Jake suggested. "Is the other
earring in one of your pockets right now? They are a matched set
of two earrings, if I understand correctly."


O'Brien thrust his hands into the pockets of his jacket. "There's
nothing there," he said, pulling out his empty hands.


Jake thoughtfully scratched the back of his head.


"Where were O'Donahue and Mugs during the theft?" Jake
asked.


"They were nowhere near Pola Negri's dressing room, the whole
time," O'Brien replied. "I don't know where they actually
were. But neither had the slightest opportunity to steal the pearls."


"What about the security guards?" Jake asked. "Are
any of the guards here at the boxing ring, also guards who were
on duty at the theft?"


O'Brien looked around. "I don't think so," he said.
"The guards at the theft are still busy with the investigation.
I would probably still be there myself, but was called out to
referee this match. I am the only person who was present at both
the theft, and the boxing match."


Jake thrust his hands determinedly into the trouser pockets of
his pinstriped suit. The gesture made Jake look even more 
than ever like a hard-charging young business tycoon.


"We need some official witnesses," Jake told O'Brien,
"to establish your innocence."


Jake glanced over to O'Donahue, who was crouching down at the
edge of the ring, signing autograph books that fans standing below
were handing up to him. O'Donahue was surrounded by a crowd of
uniformed security guards, that stood vigilantly around him in
the ring.


"Now how did all those guards get up to the boxing ring?"
Jake wondered. There was still no sign of anything like a ladder
that might lead up to the ring. "If they'd somehow climbed
up over the edge, their uniforms would look mussed. But these
guys all look as if they just stepped out of dress parade."
Every tie was perfectly tied, every belt buckle was precisely
centered on the men's police uniforms, just as always.


Jake motioned to Sgt. Al Kucinich, the head security guard, who
was standing in the ring with his men. Al came over to Jake and
O'Brien. Al's police uniform looked as poster perfect as his men's.


Jake handed the pearl up to Al, who stood towering above Jake
in the ring, next to O'Brien. Jake craned his head far up, to
look at the glittering badge on Sgt. Kucinich's police cap. Its
number read "4479". Al Kucinich looked uncannily like
a real policeman, in his authentic navy blue police uniform.


"The Padereski pearl," Al said. "Or one of them."


"Sgt. Kucinich," Jake said formally, "I want you
to search Thomas O'Brien here. Make sure he does not have the
other earring."


O'Brien lifted his arms, while Al patted him down, then thoroughly
searched him.


"He's clean," Al told Jake.


Al Kucinich went and talked to his men, then returned to O'Brien
and Jake.


"So where is the other Padereski earring?" Sgt. Kucinich
asked, in an official police voice.


"We don't have it," Jake replied, "and you'll be
able to testify to that in court."


Al Kucinich grinned. "Well, Jake, you asked for a search,
and we gave it to you. Every inch of the ring is also being searched.
And if you try to tell me that Mugs or Patrick O'Donahue have
the earrings, I'm just not going to believe it. Two men with short
hair and tight boxing trunks and tighter shoes - without heels
even. Where could they hide it?" Mammoth-Art Studio's costume
department favored form fitting clothes, that revealed the contours
of its performers' bodies. It was all part of the Studio glamour
treatment.


"No one else came near the ring," Jake said, "from
the start of the match, to when Thomas discovered the pearl."


"And I'm sure," Thomas O'Brien said, "that the
pearl was not on the ring at the start of the match. And not in
my tuxedo at the start of the fight, either."


"I looked over the ring a couple of times myself, before
the match started," Al said. "I wasn't looking for the
pearl of course, but surely would have seen anything that big
or shiny."


"And no one could have tossed the pearl onto the ring during
the match," Jake said. "A big pink object flying through
the air would have been noticed by a lot of people. So it seems
impossible that the earring ever appeared in the ring, at all.
But it did."







Jake walked through a maze of tunnel-like corridors, till he came
to the gym dressing rooms. The rooms were large, bright and very
well lit - they were clearly designed for taking publicity pictures,
Jake reflected. Otherwise, they looked like the sort of dressing
rooms a champion boxer would have in the movies.


Mugs was there, still in his red boxing trunks, talking with the
dresser. Up close, the muscular Mugs looked more like a gorilla
than ever.


"You can't have my gloves," Mugs was saying argumentatively,
"or my trunks or shoes. I gotta stay dressed, so there can
be more publicity pictures with O'Donahue."


"Make sure you keep them all clean," the dresser replied.
"I'm responsible for these Mammoth-Art costumes." The
dresser was a forty-ish man in a black suit.


A loud noise erupted in the corridor outside. O'Donahue was coming
down it followed by reporters and photographers. Cameras were
clicking like mad.


There were more pictures taken, of O'Donahue and Mugs shaking
hands.


A studio publicity man handed O'Donahue a huge silver trophy.
Photographers took pictures of O'Donahue in his boxing trunks,
holding the trophy over his head. The dresser threw a shiny black
satin boxer's dressing gown over O'Donahue's broad shoulders.
More photos were taken.


Jake's actor friend, Gregor von Hoffmansthal, showed up, in full
top hat, white tie and tails. The giant young star, known as Greg
to his friends, looked dashing and glamorous. Publicity pictures
were taken of him shaking O'Donahue's hand and congratulating
him. Jake remembered that when Greg had taken part in a boxing
match staged for public relations purposes a few months ago, that
O'Donahue had shown up in full evening rig, and shaken Greg's
hand. Now the roles were reversed, and Greg was returning the
favor.


Greg had been in silver boxing gear for his own boxing match,
silver trunks, shoes and gloves, that looked good in black and
white photos. Greg was promoting a romantic comedy he had filmed
at that time, in which he played a boxer. Greg's dynamic young
boxer was known as The Silver King, which was also the
title of the movie. In the movie, in addition to his silver boxing
gear, Greg had also appeared in a set of silver white tie and
tails. This was a complete white tie and tails formal evening
outfit, only with a shiny metallic silver tailcoat and trousers.
Greg also sported a giant silver top hat, and a huge silver cane.
Greg's apartment in the film was all full of gleaming silver chrome
furniture, too - everything associated with his character was
shiny and metallic. Greg had loved playing in the film, which
gave him a chance to appear in a comedy. The studio had designed
the film as a change of pace role for Greg - usually, Greg played
characters who were European aristocrats, but here he portrayed
a poor young man from the wrong side of the tracks. With his usual
energy, Greg's character had gotten the girl, won the boxing championship,
rescued a group of orphans, piloted a plane full of shiny silver
controls and radio equipment through a thunderstorm, while wearing
a silver metal pilot's flight suit, and rounded up a gang of bad
guys who were threatening everybody. In the next-to-last scene,
Greg had snapped sets of gleaming silver handcuffs on the villains,
before they were hauled away by the police. Then Greg had been
made an honorary member of the police force, in recognition of
his accomplishments. The finale showed him being inducted into
the police in a special ceremony, wearing a silver metallic police
uniform that was a triumph of the costume designer's art.







Jake went outside. There was a banana tree in the courtyard outside
the gym, sitting in a high brick planter. It was an ornamental
species, Musa velutina its label said, and covered with
large pink-skinned bananas. It was not the regular species of
banana that people ate. Jake had seen it before, and wondered
if the bright pink bananas were edible. Bananas were Jake's favorite
fruit. Jake had eaten a regular banana once, straight from a banana
tree. It had tasted a bit sweeter than the bananas from the grocery
store, which were picked less ripe, and shipped in from Central
America.


Jake sat down on the pink wrought-iron bench under the tree. The
shocking pink bench made a vivid contrast to Jake's charcoal gray
business suit. The pink paint on the bench exactly matched the
purplish pink shade of the bananas. It reminded Jake of the pink
pearls. Jake began to think about the case. How did the Padereski
pearl get into the ring? It seemed impossible that anybody brought
it there. Where was the other pearl? Would his friend Thomas O'Brien
get blamed for the crime? Jake was sure Thomas was innocent. And
how were the pearls stolen in the first place?


For that matter, how did Mugs disappear from the ring? How did
Al Kucinich and his men get up to the ring after the match? Jake
wasn't sure if these last two questions had anything to do with
the mystery. Probably they were entirely separate questions. But
Jake felt curious about them anyway.


Jake began to look at the beautiful banana flowers above the fruit
on the tree. They were surrounded by giant pink bracts, the same
color as the fruit. He started thinking about the case...







Jake went back down to the boxers' dressing room, where Patrick
O'Donahue and Mugs were having publicity photos taken. Al Kucinich
was there, too. The reporters and fans had left, except for photographer
Sophie Chadwick.


"There is one place we didn't search for the pearls,"
Jake began. "In the boxers' gloves."


There was nothing in O'Donahue's black gloves. But the left hand
of Mugs' red gloves had a concealed compartment, around the wrist
of the glove. Jake managed to worm it open. Inside, was the other
pearl earring.


"I had no idea it was there!" Mugs said.


"That is probably true," Jake said. "And it looks
as if there is a second compartment, on the wrist of the right
glove. It's partly open. It likely came loose while Mugs was battering
with his right hand during the bout. And the other pearl earring
that was there fell out onto the canvas."


"Mugs," Jake asked, "where did you get these gloves?"


"I just pulled them out of the dressing room storage cabinet,
before the match," Mugs replied. "I was wearing red
trunks, so I took the first pair of red boxing gloves in the cabinet."


"How did the earrings get into the gloves?" O'Donahue
asked.


"And also important," Jake replied, "How did a
secret compartment get into the wrists of the gloves? Someone
must have constructed special gloves, ahead of time, then used
them to conceal the stolen pearls right after the theft. Remember,
no one knew the exhibition boxing match was going to be held today.
The gloves seemed like a safe place to store the pearls. Then
Mugs raced down here, and put the gloves on for the surprise bout.
I suspect that proves Mugs is innocent - if he had any idea the
stolen pearls were in his gloves, he never would have boxed with
them, taking huge risks."


"That's right," Mugs said, assuming an air of injured
innocence.


"A suggestion," Jake said. "No one knows the pearls
have been found but us. Put back the gloves in the storage closet,
as if nothing had been discovered. Then stake out this dressing
room. In a few days, after the excitement surrounding the theft
has died down, the real thieves will come back for the pearls
they think are in the gloves, and you can nab them then."


Sgt. Al Kucinich slowly nodded in agreement.


"This doesn't explain how the pearls were stolen," Al
Kucinich said. Sgt. Kucinich was using his special, official sounding
police voice again. Jake wondered if Mammoth-Art had a training
class, in which the Studio Police were taught to speak this way.


"Jimmy Martin was in all-red boxing outfit, while the pearls
were stolen in Negri's dressing room," Jake said. "He
could have been wearing these same red gloves. After Martin swiped
the pearls from the table, he could have immediately hidden them
in the wrists of the gloves. As soon as the theft was discovered,
Martin, like everyone else, would be watched constantly. But it
would not matter - the pearls would be hidden by then, and Martin
would not do anything suspicious looking from this point on. None
of the searchers found the secret compartments in the wrists.
Later, after Martin left the dressing room and changed into his
street clothes, he could have left the boxing gloves in the storage
cabinet, still with the pearls inside. He would have thought they
were safe there. After all, no one knew O'Donahue and Mugs would
have a boxing match today - it was whipped up at the last minute
by the publicity people."


"Martin," Sgt. Kucinich said, "like all the other
Mammoth-Art employees present at the theft, was searched again
when he left the Studio after the theft this afternoon, in his
street clothes. He didn't have the pearls then - none of the Studio
employees did. Stashing the earrings in the storage cabinet gloves
would be a safe hiding place. He certainly couldn't afford to
keep the pearls on him, or in his street clothes."


"How did you figure this out, Jake?" O'Donahue asked.


"I kept looking for common denominators between the theft
in Negri's dressing room, and the boxing match where the pearl
was found," Jake replied. "But I could not find any."
Jake tactfully avoided mentioning that his friend Thomas O'Brien
had been present at both. "Finally, I remembered that there
had been men in red boxing uniforms at both the theft and the
match - Jimmy Martin and Mugs, respectively. They could not have
shared either boxing trunks or shoes - those have to be fitted
to each person's individual size. But they could have worn the
same boxing gloves. This led one to wonder if the pearls could
be hidden in the gloves."


"Jimmy Martin is a brand-new actor at the studio," Sophie
Chadwick said. "He has only been here two weeks. I got a
candid snapshot of him with his agent, at a night club a week
ago. Don't think the two ever realized they had been photographed."
Sophie fished a copy of the photo out of the voluminous bag she
always carried with her camera. "If Martin turns out to be
the crook, the snapshot might have real news value." She
passed the snapshot around. It showed Jimmy Martin and his agent,
a distinguished looking, patrician man in his forties, wearing
a well-tailored tuxedo.


Thomas O'Brien took one look at the snapshot and did a double
take. "That agent is Long-fingered Louie, the jewel thief
and con artist!" O'Brien said. "Everyone calls him Long,
for short," O'Brien added, a bit confusingly.


"You're kidding," Sophie said. "His agent looks
as if he were a Senator, or maybe president of a bank."


"That's Long's stock in trade," O'Brien said. "He
always looks like a real gentleman. Jake and I foiled one of his
jewel robbery schemes last fall, involving a phone booth at a
night club."


"Long is known for the mechanical devices he invents,"
Jake said, "which he uses for his thefts. I bet he's behind
this crime. Jimmy Martin is probably a member of Long's gang,
whom Long planted here at the studio, pretending to be a Hollywood
agent. Long probably invented the boxing gloves with the secret
compartment. It is just the sort of gimmick he uses in his thefts."


"The police have never been able to prove anything against
Long," O'Brien said in some frustration. "I bet his
alleged business as a Hollywood agent will turn to out to be entirely
legitimate. As least as far as anyone can prove. This guy is really
slick. And unless Jimmy Martin shows up to try to get the pearls
out of the boxing gloves, there will not be any real evidence
against him, either."


"Long has never been involved with anything violent,"
Jake said. "It is one of the few good things you can say
about him. Mainly, he steals rich people's jewels."


"If they make a movie version of this case," Patrick
O'Donahue said thinking aloud, "I get to star in it, playing
a dual role as the boxer in the ring, and the detective who solves
the case. We could make the two men be brothers, and I could wear
my hair differently for each role." Multiple-role films were
very big in silent movies - audiences loved the special effects
where an actor would seem to shake hands with himself, playing
another role. "Excuse me gentlemen," O'Donahue said,
bowing to the room, "I'm off to pitch this idea to Studio
management." Actors never lost any time looking for a good
role.







Pola Negri showed up that afternoon, and thanked everyone for
helping her recover the pearls. Mugs Kovalevsky was especially
impressed. The two talked together in Polish - Negri had started
out as a stage actress in Warsaw, and Mugs had been born on a
farm south of Krakow, before he and his parents came to the US.
Sophie got a great photo of Mugs kissing Negri's hand.


"They make quite a contrast," Jake said quietly to Sophie.


"Negri is possibly the world's most sophisticated, glamorous
woman," Sophie said, "and Mugs looks like the ultimate
roughneck. Readers are going to love this."

Part 2: Big Business



Now that the mystery of the pearls was solved, Jake thought he
should clear up Mugs' disappearance from the ring.


But Jake found he was distracted, like everyone else in the studio,
by one of the studio's chief business interests: publicizing movies!
Jake wanted to get his friend, actor Thomas O'Brien, some movie
publicity. But Jake was not sure how to go about it.


Jake was talking to one of the studio publicity photographers,
Augustus Rudnick, outside the boxing ring. The expert photographer
was around forty years old, a trim, determined-looking bull of
a man with sandy brown hair. Rudnick, like all the other studio
publicity men, was dressed today in a flashy suit. They looked
like the good-natured sports and promoters that would gather around
a real boxing match. Jake noticed that the suits were probably
much better tailored than the suits worn by real-life promoters
and fighters. The suits featured bright colors and flashy patterns,
but were cheerfully flattering to their wearers. They looked as
if they were fun to wear.


Jake had encountered this same photographer a few weeks ago. This
had been at a Studio presentation at the Los Angeles Chamber of
Commerce, and the photographer Rudnick had been in a dressy, stylish
business suit that made him look like a top corporate executive.


The Studio Public Relations department sure knows everything about
image, Jake thought.


"Thomas O'Brien would make a good boxer in publicity photos,"
Jake suggested to Rudnick. Jake was sure O'Brien could use the
publicity.


"That's an idea," the PR man agreed. "We'll have
him in navy blue boxing gear next week, for a match with Mugs.
And also have him photographed wearing one of those sharp navy
blue police uniforms the Mammoth-Art security guards wear. We'll
play up his role in helping to catch the pearl thieves. He'll
be O'Brien - the Boxing Cop."


Jake hoped that this would lead to a studio contract for O'Brien.
The studio liked to employ actors it could publicize.


"We'll show O'Brien in a newsreel movie," Jake said,
thinking aloud. "O'Brien will be in his boxing gear, and
it will magically transform into him wearing the cop uniform.
He'll arrest some bad guys in a big scene - a chase on a motorcycle,
O'Brien capturing the bad guys, and O'Brien handcuffing them and
placing them under arrest. Then his police uniform will magically
transform back into his boxing gear. A couple of the crooks will
temporarily break free. O'Brien will kayo the biggest, meanest
looking crook with a punch of his boxing gloves!"


"Now you're thinking like a PR man!" Rudnick told Jake.


Jake felt uncomfortable, hearing this.


"Movie audiences love special effects," Jake went on.
"Mammoth-Art's special effects department will have no trouble
creating dissolves, showing an actor's costume transforming into
another costume."


Jake's actor friend Greg jumped into the discussion.


"After the big arrest, at the end," Greg said, "O'Brien's
boxing outfit could magically transform into a formal police uniform
version of a tuxedo, for a big party. A midnight-blue uniform
mess jacket, starched evening shirt and black bow tie, epaulettes,
silver braid, shining police insignia, a chest full of medals
and decorations for police bravery. The public always wants to
see movie heroes dressed in formal wear. It is one of the first
laws of costume design." Greg was standing there in his signature
outfit, white tie and tails. Greg had a formidable knowledge of
the various crafts that affected actors in movies, including costume
design. "And a really big police cap, with a shiny badge,"
Greg added. Greg was wearing an extra tall, black silk top hat.
"Can O'Brien dance?" Greg asked.


"Yes," Jake said, "but he is a much better singer."


"Then he should be dancing in this formal police uniform
at a big party," Greg went on. "Movie heroes always
get to go to big parties." There was often a big dance scene
in Greg's movies.


"Next, O'Brien will wink at the audience while dressed to
the nines in all this police-tuxedo gear," Jake suggested.
"He'll hold up his hands showing he is wearing his boxing
gloves along with his snazzy formal dress uniform. This will merge
the two types of clothes he has been wearing throughout the film,
police uniforms and boxer's outfits. Then we'll have an iris-out
and the promotional newsreel will end." Jake quickly made
notes in the little notebook he carried, so he would not forget
any of these details. "I'll start typing out tonight a complete
shooting script for a short promotional movie about the Boxing
Cop," Jake said.


Rudnick opened the spiffy black leather attach case he
carried. He fished around in some papers inside, handing them
to Jake.


"Here's a transcript of your conversation with O'Brien this
afternoon," Rudnick said casually to Jake. "Maybe it
will help you write that promotional film."


Jake looked over the notes. Everything he and O'Brien had said
to each other when O'Brien had first showed Jake the pearl was
down in black and white, on the typewritten pages. Before Jake
could ask questions, Rudnick was on his way out of the gym.


"Wait here by the boxing ring," Rudnick told Jake. "Stick
around, we'll get you involved in some O'Brien publicity!"


"Now how did anyone hear our conversation this afternoon?"
Jake wondered to himself. "No one was near O'Brien and myself.
Impossibilities just keep multiplying like rabbits around this
boxing ring!"


"You ought to try boxing yourself," Mugs told Jake,
after the PR photographer left.


"I don't have any interest in hitting someone," Jake
said. "It's fun to watch a staged match, but an actual fight
with someone sounds dangerous."


"It is great exercise, Jake," Greg said. "You could
hit the punching bag, and get a great workout. There is no need
to fight with other people. It is part of my fitness program."
Greg's huge muscles bulged all over his well-tailored white tie
and tails.


"I'd be glad to show you the ropes," Mugs said. "It
will help tone you, and get yourself in shape."


"And we will talk to the costume department," Greg told
Jake. "A bright magenta-purple would be perfect for your
boxing workout gear, Jake. The purple trunks should be contrasted
with yellow trim - a yellow waistband for the boxing trunks, with
yellow stripes down the sides. Yellow is the exact opposite of
purple on the color wheel. Putting complementary colors together
creates an optical illusion. It seems powerfully vibrant to the
eye. It will attract attention to the trunks, and make them seem
like a source of vibrating energy. My own workout clothes are
a bright royal blue, with contrasting red trim. They create a
similar vibrating optical illusion." Greg, like most star
actors, was supposed to be well-dressed at all times - he never
knew when he would meet the press and public. He had been called
on several times to give press interviews during his workouts.


Greg started twirling his elegant black walking stick, always
a sign of satisfaction with him.


"I'll start Monday," Jake decided. Jake had really been
trying to work out in recent months, and build up his muscles.







Now that the case was solved, the Studio called back the real
police, from the Los Angeles Police Department robbery squad,
who had investigated the thefts in the dressing room earlier that
day.


"It is agreed, then," Sgt. Al Kucinich said, shaking
hands with the senior LAPD officer, "that the LAPD will get
warrants and conduct a stakeout on the storage cabinet with the
boxing glove, to arrest the thief."


An officer in navy blue Studio police uniform came up and saluted
Sgt. Kucinich sharply.


"Corporal Johnson," Sgt. Al Kucinich said to the guard,
"show our LAPD visitors every courtesy during their investigation
here, working with them as official liaison officer."


Corporal Johnson was the young public relations man, who Jake
had last seen handing up a fountain pen to Patrick O'Donahue in
the boxing ring. Johnson had been in a splashy checked suit then.
The muscular Johnson now looked handsome, brave and noble in his
beautifully tailored police uniform.


"Yes sir!" Corporal Johnson replied, giving an equally
sharp salute.


"Rod Johnson will take good care of the LAPD men," Augustus
Rudnick said quietly to Jake. "He's a really good PR man.
If it helps get publicity, any of the Studio PR men can show up
in studio guard uniforms." Johnson's badge number was "1171".
Johnson made a most convincing looking cop. He talked in police
voice now, just like Sgt. Kucinich.


"It's a really flattering uniform," Jake agreed. Jake
always thought the studio police uniforms looked fun to wear.
Johnson was clearly having a good time, pretending to be a cop
for an afternoon.


"We will be using it more often for publicity purposes,"
Rudnick said. "It worked great for Jimmy Martin."


"Martin?" Jake asked. Jake suddenly felt worried.


"Yes," Rudnick replied. "We got young Jimmy Martin
done up in a whole series of the studio cop uniforms. Going to
take publicity photos in them next week. Even had him take some
cop training classes the studio offers. Sgt. Martin sure looks
like a handsome devil in the uniforms. Just like a real cop."


"Whose idea was this?" Jake asked casually.


"Actually," Rudnick said, "it was Martin's agent
who suggested it all. Very classy chap - not your typical Hollywood
agent. Jimmy Martin suggested his agent appear in a few of the
pictures, too. The agent will be in police captain's uniform -
very dignified. The Captain will congratulate young Sergeant Martin
in the pictures. Everything's all set for the photo sessions next
week - both men have their uniforms."


So Long-fingered Louie and his henchman Jimmy Martin could appear
anywhere in Los Angeles, dressed convincingly as cops, Jake thought.
Or show up as guards at the Studio. This sounded like Long, Jake
reflected. Long never missed a trick.


Jake went to talk with the studio guard, who was standing watch
outside the supply cabinet with the red boxing gloves.


"Any sign of crooks showing up, looking for the pearls?"
Jake asked the guard.


"Not at all," the guard told him. "It's been real
quiet. No one has been here except a studio police Sergeant."


"A Sergeant?" Jake asked. Jake wondered if the Sergeant
was really Jimmy Martin.


"Yes," the guard replied. "He looked over the gloves,
and saw the secret compartments were empty. And he congratulated
me on the good job I was doing with the surveillance. He also
borrowed the gloves temporarily, to test them for fingerprints."


There goes the last of the evidence against Martin, Jake thought.
Jake had the guard describe the Sergeant.


"Tall, good looking guy," the guard said, "around
six feet one, well built, light brown straight hair, blue eyes,
good teeth."


It was definitely Jimmy Martin, Jake thought. Long and Martin
must know that the jig is up, Jake realized. The story of the
pearls was over.







Then the Studio got down to really important business. Augustus
Rudnick talked the LAPD officers into posing for photographs.


On his way out of the gym, Al Kucinich stopped to talk to Jake.
When Jake looked up, the LAPD, Corporal Johnson, Rudnick, Patrick
O'Donahue and Thomas O'Brien were all standing up in the boxing
ring, over head.


"How do people keep doing this?" Jake wondered. There
was no sign of any way up to the ring.


Rudnick, who was one of Hollywood's most expert publicity photographers,
was soon getting a complete photo record of all the LAPD's activities,
including their meetings with star Patrick O'Donahue. O'Donahue
shook the officers' hands, and showed them around the boxing ring.
Rudnick also found time to have Thomas O'Brien make a complete
reenactment of finding the pearl earring, for his camera. This
pleased Jake, when he saw it. Jake suspected these "police"
photographs were mainly destined for publicizing both O'Donahue's
and O'Brien's film careers.


When the LAPD team realized that Thomas O'Brien was one of their
own officers, they really went to town. They took turns congratulating
him, shaking his hand and saluting him. They also posed enthusiastically
for the reconstruction of the discovery of the pearl. Rudnick
photographed everything.


Jake asked Rudnick about all this, when the two of them were briefly
alone.


"You took a lot of photos of the LAPD men," Jake said.


"Yes," Rudnick said, "and they will all look great
when the photos appear in the paper. Everyone always looks good
in studio photos." Rudnick made the last statement sound
like Official Mammoth-Art Studio policy. "It will be helpful
for all the LAPD cops' careers, to get their pictures in the paper."


"By the way," Jake asked, "are there newsreel cameras
making motion pictures of events in the boxing ring?"


"Of course!" Rudnick replied. "They're up in a
booth hidden in the upper front wall of the gym, next to the lighting
facility. The cameraman up there has good movie footage of the
big boxing match today. And all this recent publicity with the
LAPD, O'Donahue and O'Brien in the boxing ring. That's why I'm
now in police uniform myself. It will look less conspicuous if
I show up in the newsreel footage."


Rudnick now wore a well-tailored police Sergeant's uniform. The
official looking insignia on his uniform said he was Police Photographer.
Rudnick looked like the type of policeman one sees in the movies,
a good-natured, tough police Sergeant with a heart of gold. He
looked reliable and trustworthy. Sgt. Rudnick's badge number
was "1477".


"So that's where you got the transcript of O'Brien and me
talking," Jake said. "You have lip readers making notes,
looking at all the filmed silent footage."


"Sure," Sgt. Rudnick said. "It's to edit out swear
words. And any private stuff that might start a scandal with the
gossip columnists. We've got to know what everybody is saying,
so we can chop the bad parts out of the edited movie. Do you have
any idea how many people in America can read lips?"


Jake knew. Everyone on the studio lot had been cautioned many
times not to swear in front of a movie camera. Even though the
footage was silent, half the audience seemed to be able to lip
read every word an actor said on screen.


So that explained one of the impossibilities - how the transcript
of O'Brien and Jake's conversation was made.


The LAPD Lieutenant in charge of the visiting officers came up
to Sgt. Rudnick.


"Hey Sarge," the Lieutenant said to Rudnick with seeming
casualness, "maybe you can come down to the division house
tomorrow, and take more pictures of the squad."


Sgt. Rudnick pushed up his police cap to a jaunty angle, and gave
a friendly grin.


"Sure thing, Lieutenant," Rudnick said. "How about
9 AM tomorrow? Make sure the boys are in their best dress uniforms,
all spit and polish."


The smiling Lieutenant departed downstairs, to see the dressing
room.


"I'll take O'Brien along to the police station tomorrow morning,"
Rudnick told Jake. "It will be a chance for more publicity
pictures for him."


Rudnick and Jake's conversation was interrupted by the arrival
of actor Alfredo Notini, one of the studio's several Latin Lovers,
and one of the three young actors present during the theft of
the earrings.


"Remember," Rudnick coached Notini, "you are an
important witness to the theft of the pearls. It is vital that
you give your eye witness account of the pearls' disappearance
in Negri's dressing room to the LAPD detectives. I will photograph
everything. This publicity will be great!" Rudnick concluded
with an enthusiastic smile. He slapped Notini encouragingly on
the back.


"Roger!" Notini said. "Wilco and out." Notini
winked at Jake. "You see, I am studying pilot lingo. I want
you to write an air pilot adventure film for me. Something really
heroic."


The tall, dark and handsome Notini was no longer in the yellow
boxing trunks and gloves he had worn earlier in Negri's dressing
room. He was now dressed in the matador's outfit he had worn in
his latest picture, a spectacular "suit of lights".
Notini gave Jake a toothy smile, that was even brighter than the
glittering gold suit he wore.


Rudnick and Notini departed downstairs, in search of the LAPD.







"Just to satisfy my curiosity," Jake said later, "is
there a hidden staircase in this boxing ring?"


Before Jake knew what was happening, Sgt. Al Kucinich was climbing
a small staircase up to the boxing ring platform. The officer
had unlocked a side door of a metal case under the outside strip
floor of the platform, and sliding metal steps had sprung out,
and reached down to the gymnasium floor. After Sgt. Kucinich,
O'Brien, Mugs and O'Donahue reached the top of the steps and were
standing in the boxing ring, the Sergeant closed the mechanism
and the steps telescoped back up into their case under the platform.
The metal case was well hidden among the metal support framework
running along the underside of the platform.


Clearly, this was how Sgt. Kucinich and his men had ascended so
mysteriously to the platform after the match. And how Rudnick
and the LAPD had reached the ring recently.


Jake was still stuck on the ground, while everyone else was standing
above him, on the boxing ring. Jake had an eye level view of Sgt.
Kucinich's spit shined black leather police boots. He could also
see O'Donahue's equally well-shined black laced-up boxing shoes,
and the gleaming black patent leather evening shoes O'Brien wore
with his tuxedo. Mugs' shiny red boxing shoes made the only color
contrast.


Jake still had to explain how Mugs had disappeared after the boxing
match.


"And, is there a trap door that allows someone in the ring
to drop down under the gym?" Jake asked.


Far above him, Sgt. Kucinich pushed a concealed button in the
corner ring post. Two trap doors slid back at once. One was above
Jake, in the boxing ring, near the north-east corner. The other,
bigger hole was in the gym floor itself, directly below it. Jake
walked over to the newly opened gap in the hardwood floor.


"I see what look like padded mattresses down there,"
Jake said, peering down into the floor hole.


"Gangway!" Mugs shouted. He dropped straight down, falling
first through the hole in the boxing ring, then through the hole
in the gym floor, down to the mattresses below. Mugs stood up
with a smile, on the cellar floor next to the mattresses. Mugs
looked up at Jake.


"This corridor leads straight to the boxers' dressing room,"
Mugs said. "Adios amigos, I'm going to get out of these boxing
duds finally!" Jake could see him strolling away down the
cellar corridor below.


"This quick exit was built for security," Sgt. Kucinich
said. "If unruly fans stormed the ring, we could get the
stars away in a hurry." He pressed another button, and both
traps slid shut. They were invisible again when closed. "It
also can be closed by pushing buttons down in the cellar."


"Well," Jake said, "that explains everything."
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The Tree of Life



A Jacob Black "Impossible Crime" Mystery


By Michael E. Grost


Hollywood. October 30, 1925. The day before Halloween.


When Jake was in need of inspiration, he took a walk. Jake had
been working at home this week - not just his cubicle, but his
whole floor at the Writer's Building was being repainted.


Jake had found a new path recently. The Studio had put him up
in a bungalow, one of three in an otherwise deserted area of Los
Angeles. Across the street were two old mansions, in terrible
shape. The nearest, the Walker house, was surrounded by a ancient
fence, marking the boundary of its extensive grounds. Jake found
he could cross the street, and walk along the outside of the wire
mesh fence, that stretched along the left hand side of the Walker
grounds. The Walker house had been completely shut up, since the
death of old Mr. Walker a year ago. Technically, Jake supposed
he was now on the Manheim property, but the old Manheim mansion
was two blocks away down the road, and out of sight of Jake. Jake
could follow the old fence deep into the California countryside,
walking for what seemed to be blocks, without seeing anyone. Or
anything except some scrubby bushes.


Like the rest of Los Angeles, the California countryside was hilly,
full of steep hills and sudden dips into low hollows. Everything
was dry and desert like. The shrubby native plants always fascinated
Jake, although he missed the trees that humans planted in the
developed areas of Los Angeles. Jake had walked along the whole
perimeter fence of the Walker place last week, without seeing
a single tree.


Jake was working on a script about Secret Service agents chasing
crooks through the waterways of the Potomac.


Jake was dressed as a tropical explorer. He had on a pith helmet,
to shield his face from the sun, a khaki tunic with big patch
pockets, khaki trousers flared at the hips, and tall black boots
that laced up to his knees. Such explorer's gear was high fashion
in the 1920's. Jake found it ideal for taking walks in the countryside,
and other casual occasions in which a suit might not be appropriate.


Today's walk was working. Jake was getting all sorts of ideas
for his script. In fact, Jake was about to turn around and go
home, when suddenly he saw something that stopped him dead in
his tracks.


There in front of him, was a tree. The tree was around fifteen
feet tall. It had a slender gray trunk, very thin and fragile
looking, and numerous horizontal branches. The branches contained
long green compound leaves, that stretched out like green feathers
from the tree. The tree also bore cylindrical spikes of beautiful
white flowers.


Jake was sure the tree was not there last week, when he walked
around the outside of the Walker fence. He looked down at the
ground around the tree. It was hard-packed, bare of grass, and
looked as if it had not been disturbed for months. So were the
grounds surrounding the tree, which were around eighty yards from
the fence. Jake could even see his footprints in the dusty earth
surrounding the tree. They were the only footprints of a human
anywhere near the tree. It did not look as if the tree had been
transplanted. It was very large to transplant, anyway - it was
a mature plant, and not a sapling.


Jake reached up. He wanted to get a closer look at the flowers.
He gently pulled one of the branches down towards his face, so
he could see the blooms close up. The branch promptly broke off
in Jake's hand, flower spike and all. Jake was upset. He was horrified
that he had vandalized a tree. Aside from the branch Jake had
torn off, the tree looked to be in perfect shape. It had clearly
not been trimmed or otherwise pruned by humans for at least a
year - maybe ever.


Jake looked around. The tree was in a deep hollow here. No one
could see it or Jake, hidden by the tall hills that bordered the
hollow. So Jake was unlikely to be arrested by anyone for vandalizing
someone's property. Jake was a builder, not a destroyer. He had
never vandalized anything in his life.


Jake had been lost in thought on both of his walks. But he did
not see how he could have missed the tree last week. Jake loved
trees, and they were always a welcome sight to him.


Jake was now on the far rear of the Walker fence. He did not know
on whose property he was standing now, underneath the tree. All
he could see for blocks was a hilly scrub country. Presumably,
he was on the grounds of some other large estate. One whose house
was lost to view.


Jake retraced his steps back to the bungalow, following the fence
back home.


Jake took a detour to his local public library, four blocks down
the street. Like many Southern California buildings, the library
was built in an exotic style. Its architect had fallen in love
with the Raffles Hotel in Singapore, and the library resembled
every South Sea Islands Men's Club that had ever appeared in a
Somerset Maugham story or jungle adventure movie. There were ceiling
fans, cool white lattice-work wooden screens that cast dappled
shadows in the afternoon sun, and big white rattan chairs and
dark mahogany tables. The architect had even arranged for the
college students who had part time jobs reshelving books to be
dressed in white tropical waiter's uniforms. Jake always half
expected to see huge multi-colored pythons curling among the books.
Jake climbed the short stairs of the outside covered porch, removing
his pith helmet and tucking it under his arm. His boots echoed
on the wooden porch steps. Jake always liked wearing his explorer's
outfit to the library.


Jake was friends with the reference librarian at the library.
He showed Jake how to find the latest City Directory covering
the neighborhood.


According to the City Directory, one Vilmos Gombrosh owned the
large estate behind the Walker place. Jake made shorthand notes
in the little notebook he carried in the patch pocket on his chest.


Jake went home, and finished the whole opening section of his
script. Then he took a trolley out to Lola Hansen's home.







Lola Hansen was a former actress at Mammoth-Art, now retired,
and living in her huge Hollywood estate. The estate grounds formed
a botanical garden - flowering trees were Lola's passion. Jake
had met the actress before, and took the tree branch to show her.


Lola knew what it was right away.


"That is a Cunonia capensis," Lola told Jake.
"It is from South Africa. They sometimes are planted or even
grow wild here in Southern California, now." She showed him
her own Cunonia tree, growing on a hillside in her garden.
"They are very fragile. All you have to do is pull a branch
or a leaf, and it breaks off."


Jake pushed up his pith helmet, with the swagger stick he carried.
He took a close look at the tree. "It seems identical to
the one on the Gombrosh lot." The swagger stick had a strong
leather smell. It matched Jake's boots and the Sam Browne belt
of the explorer's outfit, all three being made of the same heavy,
coarse grain of black leather.


"Could a Cunonia tree be transplanted?" Jake
asked.


"Not without a lot a branches being damaged," Lola replied.
"They bruise and break very easily."


"This one looked in perfect shape," Jake said thoughtfully.
"It has not been touched by humans for years."


"How did it appear there behind the Gombrosh estate in just
one week?" Jake went on. "The whole thing seems impossible.
And what is the point? Why would someone to go the trouble of
doing this? As far as I know, I'm the only person who has seen
the tree. And nobody could have known or predicted that I would
be walking back there the two times I did, before and after the
tree's appearance."


"The flower spikes are very pretty," Lola said, after
a pause. "They have always reminded me of the phrase from
Tennyson: 'the white flower of a blameless life.' 
This African tree has relatives in continents all over the Southern hemisphere - 
South America, Africa, Australia, New Zealand, South Sea Islands like New Caledonia. 
Many scientists think this adds evidence to the idea that millions of years ago, 
these Southern land masses were all one big continent, which broke up and drifted apart." 


"I keep meaning to write a story set in New Caledonia," Jake said. 
"It seems so exotic and remote. When we were in Paris working on a film last year, 
we saw a bird from New Caledonia at the Paris Zoo. It's called a Kagu, 
and lives nowhere else but New Caledonia." 


Lola moved down a hillside, and took a pair of gardening shears out of a pocket 
of the lilac-colored gardening smock she wore. "Here's a cutting from a New Caledonia plant," 
she said, clipping off a small branch from a vigorous looking shrub. 
"It's called an Amborella, and is a very primitive flowering plant. 
You can plant it outside your bungalow, and maybe get some inspiration for your New Caledonia story." 
Lola tucked the Amborella branch under the leather harness strap that ran diagonally across Jake's chest, 
part of his dashing Sam Browne belt. "It should stay there just fine during your trip home." 


"Thank you," Jake said, tucking the Cunonia branch under his chest harness too.







As he worked on his script the next afternoon, Jake was unable
to get the tree mystery out of his mind. Finally he called up
Harry Callaway at the studio. Harry was Mammoth-Art Studio's top
publicity photographer.


Jake had suggestions about how Greg, Harry and Jake could get
inside the Gombrosh mansion, and meet the people there.


"It would be a chance for you to take publicity pictures,"
Jake told Harry. "You could shoot Greg and other Mammoth-Art
actors doing detective work on a real life mystery."


"You've sold me," Harry said. "I'll be there at
4:30 with my car and the actors. And I'll make a few glamour shots
at the studio with the actors before we leave. Who knows what
photographic conditions will be like at the Gombrosh mansion?"


"You are the only one of us with a car or who knows how to
drive," Jake said. "So thanks for pitching in."







That night, around 5 O'Clock, a car stopped suddenly in the road
outside the Gombrosh mansion. The car's driver honked repeatedly,
with an unusually loud horn. A young man in a long black rain
slicker got out and peered rather futilely under the hood. Someone
in the car honked noisily again.


"Guess we're stuck, boys!" Harry called out loudly to
the other three occupants of the car. Harry set off some flares,
that exploded like firecrackers on the lawn of the Gombrosh estate.
They burned a brilliant red through the twilight gloom. Harry
could see someone looking at them through the stained glass panel
in the front door of the mansion.


"Maybe you can get help in that house!" Greg suggested
from the car, using a stentorian voice that could be heard for
miles. The Studio had trained him to be able to project to the
back row of the biggest legitimate theaters.


Harry trudged up the decaying steps of the Gombrosh porch. It
was already beginning to rain, huge droplets that ran down Harry's
shiny black slicker. He pushed a door bell. Inside, sinister chimes
sounded, like a funeral knell from a church.


A cadaverous looking butler immediately answered the door, wearing
an ancient frock coat. In the car, Mammoth-Art leading man Patrick
O'Donahue told Jake, "That butler looks like the vampire
in Nosferatu!" The German horror film had just been
screened at Mammoth-Art, along with its director F. W. Murnau's
other best known film, The Last Laugh. The Studio liked
its talent to keep up with world cinema. The butler did look as
if he had just stepped out, or maybe risen out, of a coffin.


A flash of lightning split the sky.


Harry was pantomiming to the butler, who did not seem to speak
English very well. Harry pointed to his friends in the car. The
butler made a strange gesture, and Harry motioned for his friends
to enter the mansion. The three men in the car moved rapidly through
the now pouring rain, up the creaking porch steps and into the
murky front door. They found themselves in a wide entrance hall.
At one side of the hall was a huge staircase. There was wood everywhere:
bare wooden floors without a carpet, a huge wooden banister on
the staircase, wood paneled walls.


The butler took their slickers, and the tall top hats the men
wore. The long shiny black coats were in the shape of opera capes,
and stretched from their necks to their ankles. They had kept
the four men's white tie and tails underneath perfectly dry. The
cape-shaped slickers, made to be worn over evening wear, were
an innovation of Ambrosio Perlucci, the Mammoth-Art men's designer.
They looked splendid, dressy, but utterly unique. They reminded
Jake a little bit of the cloak worn by Judex, the heroic avenger
in Louis Feuillade's movie crime serial. The capes were fastened
at the throat by a silver chain. Perlucci had put a mysterious,
abstract design based on a silver bird there, on the chain's clasp.
The design hinted tantalizingly of some hidden significance, one
that seemed to fascinate everyone who saw it. Jake and his friends
also carried ebony evening sticks, whose silver heads also contained
the bird-like design.


Harry, Greg, Patrick O'Donahue and Jake were all dressed to the
limit, in the elegant evening clothes created for them by the
Studio's expert tailors. They looked like the best dressed young
men in the city, or maybe the whole Western seaboard of the country.
It had been Harry's idea for the four of them to wear their tailcoats.
They would look socially acceptable to whoever they met in the
Gombrosh mansion. And it would reassure the mansion's occupants
that they were not a gang of thieves. Plus, Harry would get better
publicity pictures if his stars were dressed up to the max. People
expected actors such as Greg and Patrick to wear white tie and
tails every night.


Jake pulled out his watch, from a pocket in his white waistcoat.
The watch was attached to a long silver chain, that draped in
a curve over the thigh of the black evening trousers Jake wore
with his equally black tailcoat. Jake opened the silver case of
the watch. The back of the case had the same bird design that
was on Jake's cape and cane. The time was just 5:15. The rain
storm had made it very dark outside. One could see no sign of
the sun, hidden behind the huge thunderclouds that darkened the
sky. Jake closed the watch case with a snap, and returned the
watch to his vest. All of his friends carried similar time pieces.
The four had synchronized their watches before setting out on
their adventure. Jake and his friends took card cases out of the
inside pockets of their tailcoats, and gave business cards from
them to the butler for presentation to the home's residents.


The ancient butler said something in a language Jake did not understand.
But Greg brightened up. He started talking in Hungarian to the
butler, telling him their car had broken down. Hungarian was Greg's
native language. The butler gleamed with pleasure.


Greg started translating and explaining to the others.


"The butler's name is Peter Fejos," Greg began. "He
is from Transylvania originally, part of the Hungarian community
there, born in Sibiu near the Transylvanian Alps. He is deaf,
but he is good at reading lips in Hungarian. The owner of the
estate was an elderly invalid named Vilmos Gombrosh, who was a
retired merchant from Budapest. He died two months ago. Peter
here is the only servant."


An enormous boom of thunder interrupted Greg.


"You mean that Transylvania is a real place?" Patrick
inquired. "I thought they made it up for Dracula and
all those vampire stories."


"I have known many immigrants from Transylvania," the
Hungarian-American Greg replied firmly. "They are very nice
people. Transylvania was the first country in Europe to have freedom
of religion," Greg added proudly. "Just like we have
in America today."


"I appeared on stage in Dracula three years ago, in
Boston," Patrick O'Donahue said. "It was just for a
week's run."


"You played Dracula?" Jake asked. He could not imagine
the handsome, cheerful O'Donahue as the vampire count.


"No, I was Jonathan Harker, the heroine's fianc,"
Patrick replied.


This sort of romantic hero role seemed far more natural for the
ultra-handsome O'Donahue, Jake thought.


"The Gombrosh heirs are all in the parlor," Greg went
on. "Just family members are here tonight. The butler will
take us there."







The butler showed Jake and his friends into an enormous, ornate
parlor, filled with old-fashioned red plush furniture. He then
retreated up the giant staircase in the front hall. Every step
the butler took up the wooden staircase resulted in a series of
loud squeaks and eerie creaks.


"This whole place is like something out of a horror novel!"
Harry whispered to Jake.


Several people were assembled in the parlor. A smooth looking
middle-aged man made the introductions. There was a good deal
of light, both from a roaring fire in the large fireplace, and
from numerous oil lamps scattered around the room. The storm had
put the electricity at the mansion out for the night, and the
electric lights did not work.


"This is Eleanor Goodstone," he said, introducing a
dark haired woman in her thirties. "She is a horticulturist
at a local tree nursery."


"Trees are my life," she told the gentlemen with a smile.
Jake immediately wondered if she had anything to do with the Cunonia
tree that had magically appeared on the estate.


"And this is Arthur Sanzo," he said, indicating a cadaverously
thin man in his forties. "Better known as the magician, The
Great Sanzo." Sanzo had a pencil thin mustache. He was wearing
an old set of tails, probably used in his magic act, along with
carpet slippers on his feet. He rose and shook hands with the
four newcomers. He had a modest, shy smile. Sanzo was leaning
against a small, wrought-iron spiral staircase, that led from
a corner of the parlor to an upper story of the mansion. Harry
already had his eye on the spiral staircase, thinking it would
make a good setting for some photos later.


"This is my son, Patterson Whitby," the middle-aged
man serving as their host said. Young Whitby was a muscular young
man in his early twenties, wearing white tie and tails. He had
a surly look, and did not stand or greet Jake and his friends
in any way.


"And I am Northcroft Whitby," the middle-aged man said.
"I deal in investments." He moved to shake the visitors'
hands, after glaring a bit at his son. Whitby Sr. was also in
tails.


Jake felt glad Harry had suggested wearing their tailcoats. "It
just goes to prove," Jake thought, "that you can never
be too dressed up."


"You are meeting all that remains of the Gombrosh family,"
Eleanor told Patrick with a sad smile. "The Whitbys, the
Sanzos and the Goodstones are the last three branches left. In
fact, all of us just met for the first time three weeks ago. We
are staying here tonight at the mansion, and the lawyer will be
here tomorrow to settle the will. Probably the estate here will
be sold - we all agree that none of us would want to live here."


Peter the butler came in, carrying a small vase with a white flower
spike in it. It was the Cunonia branch. Jake had brought
it with him to the mansion that night, in a deep pocket inside
his slicker cape, and given it to the butler. Jake watched everybody's
expressions closely, as the butler put the vase on an ormolu table.


Whitby father and son paid no attention to it, nor did the Great
Sanzo. It clearly meant nothing to them. But Eleanor lighted up.


"Oh, how beautiful!" she said. "What is it?"


The butler had not seemed to recognize the flowers either, when
Jake gave him the branch. Seemingly, no one in the house had been
involved in the magical appearance of the tree.







There was a telephone cabinet under the front stairs of the Gombrosh
mansion. It was much like a public telephone booth one might see
in a hotel, with a glass paneled door, a ceiling light, and a
metal seat for the occupant. Jake had read that private mansions
sometimes had such telephone cabinets, but this was the first
one he had ever seen in real life. The ceiling light did not work,
with the power being off for the storm. But Jake was surprised
to see that the phone itself was still in operation. Jake managed
to reach the local exchange.


"Could you please connect me to Lt. Moe Apfelbaum of the
Los Angeles Homicide Squad," Jake politely asked the woman
at the exchange. Jake gave her his old friend Moe's number.


"Apfelbaum here, LAPD." Moe's voice came over faint
but clear. Jake felt he was back in contact with civilization.
He hastened to fill Moe in about the denizens of the Gombrosh
mansion. Moe went to look up police records on them, then returned
to the phone.


"Calling old Vilmos Gombrosh a merchant is an euphemism,"
Moe said. "Gombrosh was one of the leaders in the black market
in Budapest during the war. He made millions, then got out of
Hungary one step ahead of his enemies after the Armistice in 1918.


"We don't think his butler Peter Fejos was involved in any
of Gombrosh's enterprises," Moe went on. "In fact, Gombrosh
kept a deaf servant so that the servant could not hear any of
his business meetings or transactions. A form of insurance against
the authorities. Peter Fejos just kept house for Gombrosh, and
stayed away from the black market work."


"Calling Sanzo a magician is also a bit of a stretch,"
Moe went on wryly. "Sanzo has mainly made his living as a
fortune teller. He appears on stage whenever he can get work,
but he has had a much longer run as a carnival worker off stage.
He has been arrested several times as a fortune teller, but always
just nickel and dime stuff."


Moe knew nothing about Eleanor, but he knew all about the Whitbys.


"Whitby senior showed up around two months ago, from New
York City," Moe told Jake, "and rented a small house
on the outskirts of Anaheim. He shares the house with his playboy
son. It's in an isolated canyon back road, and the Whitbys have
no near neighbors. Anything could be going on out in their place,
from bootlegging to mass murder, and no one would know. Whitby
Sr. has been involved with a number of shady financial transactions,
but the New York police have never been able to get enough evidence
to convict him of anything."


"Two months ago is when Vilmos Gombrosh died," Jake
said. "Presumably the Whitbys showed up to safeguard their
inheritance from the old man."







Greg had been talking with the butler, out in the kitchen. Greg
quietly waved Jake into the old kitchen, with its gray stone counters
and white enameled cupboards. Harry began to take photographs
of the two of them and the butler, using flash-bulbs. Greg looked
incredibly heroic in Harry's set-ups. Harry planned to take as
many publicity pictures of actors Greg and Patrick during the
evening as possible.


"Peter tells me he has been getting threatening letters in
the mail," Greg said. "The anonymous letters claim that
vampires will attack the house."


"That is bizarre," Jake said.


"The old guy is quite superstitious. He is terrified of vampires
and bats. In fact, he got so nervous just talking about the vampires
that I had to get his heart medication," Greg said seriously.


"It is Halloween, tonight," Jake said thoughtfully.
"If someone were to pull a cruel hoax on Peter here, tonight
would be the perfect night."


"This seems strange, Jake" Harry said. "Why would
someone want to scare a butler to death?"


"I don't know," Jake said. "We are going to find
out."


Greg asked both Peter and his friends to step into the ornate
dining hall next to the kitchen. The butler could see all four
of Jake, Patrick, Greg and Harry in the large mirror in the dining
hall. Their reflections clearly gave him confidence that none
of the four young men in front of him was a vampire. According
to ancient superstitions, vampires could not be seen in mirrors.







Jake was worried about an attack on the house. He started looking
in various rooms on the ground floor.


Jake looked into the butler's room, after using Greg as an interpreter
to get Peter's permission. The butler's room was toward the back
of the house on the ground floor, in a corridor down from the
kitchen.


"This is really spare," Jake thought to himself. "There
is a closet without any door. It looks like Peter has two suits,
the one he is wearing now, and the one hanging there. There is
a shelf with some linen, and another for his other pair of shoes.
There is a table and chair here in the corner - not even a real
dresser. And a suitcase in the other corner. People are really
cheap when it comes to their servants," Jake thought. "There
is all this display in the parlor, and Peter does not even have
a bureau with drawers for his clothes or possessions. Maybe Peter
has a box with his personal belongings in the attic. There sure
is no privacy in this room for any of Peter's personal effects.
You could not even hide a dog in here!"


Jake made sure the butler's shutters were firmly fastened. And
he glanced under the butler's neatly made, rather high bed - it
was obvious that no one was hiding there. Then Jake closed Peter's
door behind him, after taking a final survey around the empty
room.


Jake started back down the deserted corridor to the kitchen. He
had only gone a step when Jake heard a loud mewing.


"Meow!" a cat said, from behind Peter's door.


Jake opened the door. Out came a large black cat.


"Mirp!" it told Jake. The cat sounded frustrated, but
happy to get out of Peter's room.


"Where did you come from?" Jake asked the cat. "And
on Halloween, too?"


The cat's large green eyes glared curiously at Jake. Jake hunched
down, and began to scratch the cat gently between his eyes.


"I wish you could talk," Jake told the cat. "What
story would you have for me? How did you get in that closed, empty
room? What is going on around the Gombrosh mansion? What does
this all mean?"


The cat suddenly rolled over on his back, and stretched out all
four of his legs to their fullest.


"I know what that means," Jake said with a smile. "You
are a happy cat, aren't you. Yes, you are!" Jake told the
cat, all the while scratching him under his chin.


The cat stretched out his legs again. Then he suddenly sat right
side up again, and started bathing, licking his back vigorously
with his tongue. Jake stood back up.


Jake looked into the butler's room. Nothing was disturbed. The
shutters were still firmly fastened. Jake looked up to the ceiling,
both in the room and the closet. There were no trap doors. Nor
could Jake see any in the hardwood floors. The suitcase was still
firmly locked and strapped at the top, just as it had been when
Jake looked through the room a few minutes earlier.


Impossible as it seemed, the cat had appeared as if by magic in
the butler's room.


Harry came out to the corridor. Jake told him about the cat.


"Living beings are appearing all over," Jake said. "First
a new tree is on the Gombrosh lot. Now a cat shows up in the Gombrosh
mansion. What next?" Jake wondered. "Do these things
come in threes?"


Eleanor came out into the corridor.


"I see you've made friends with Murgatroyd," she told
Jake, pointing to the black cat. "Murgatroyd was Uncle Vilmos'
cat. He really doted on him, I understand."


Eleanor, Jake and Harry all went back to the kitchen.







Greg and Jake went around, checking that all the shutters are
closed and fastened on the ground floor. The whole house was locked
up tight, including all the windows. This was a good thing, because
the storm was at its peak of fury outdoors.


Greg and Jake wandered back into the parlor. The Great Sanzo was
entertaining the family with magic tricks. His top hat was on
a table in the parlor. The Great Sanzo passed his cane over it.


There was a loud "mirp". Sanzo picked up his hat, revealing
a bewildered looking Murgatroyd on the table.


"Making an animal appear out of nowhere was always one of
my specialties," Sanzo said. Jake wondered if Sanzo could
have caused the appearance of Murgatroyd in the butler's room.


Murgatroyd hurriedly jumped off the table, and ran out of the
room. It was clear that he wanted no more part of the Great Sanzo
or his tricks.


Jake suddenly thought he heard a noise from upstairs. He quietly
slipped up the spiral staircase. He found himself in a hall on
the second floor.


A flash of lightning lit up the corridor. At its far end, Jake
saw a figure wearing a black mask over its face. The figure looked
unmistakably like a vampire. The vampire wore white tie and tails,
and a cape, in the time-honored tradition of Dracula performances
on stage. Jake could see the vampire's large fangs, gleaming in
the lightning flash. The figure disappeared into the darkness.


Jake hurried down the corridor. But the figure had vanished somewhere
in the darkness. Jake went over to the back steps. Harry was at
its base in the kitchen, taking photographs of Patrick O'Donahue.


"There's an intruder in the house!" Jake yelled down.
"Don't let anyone in or out the door!"


"Will do!" Harry yelled in reply. "No one has gone
by Patrick or myself, or used the back stairs, for the last fifteen
minutes."


"I'll guard the back door with my life!" Patrick yelled
to Jake.


Jake hoped it would not go that far.


Jake hurried down the corridor to the front staircase. He could
see Patterson Whitby in the front hall below, staring moodily
out at the rain. Jake took three steps down the huge staircase,
so he could see young Whitby better. At every step the staircase
emitted a loud groan.


"Did anyone come by here recently?" Jake asked.


"Of course not," young Whitby said lazily, as if Jake
were some sort of idiot.


Even without Whitby's dubious help, it was clear to Jake that
he would have heard anyone walking up or down the front staircase.
It made ear splitting squeaks anytime anyone stepped on it. Clearly,
neither the intruder, nor young Whitby himself, had used the stairs
since Jake had arrived on the second floor.


Jake hurried down the spiral staircase into the parlor. Everyone
else in the house was still there, including Greg. Just as Jake
had left them five minutes ago.


"We've all been here together for the last ten minutes, Jake,"
Greg assured him. The others nodded in agreement. Jake could see
Eleanor and Whitby Sr. on a couch, and the Great Sanzo leaning
against the mantelpiece, doing card tricks. Peter the butler stood
against the back wall. Clearly none of them could have been the
vampire intruder - they had all been downstairs in the parlor
with Greg while Jake saw the vampire upstairs. "And no one
has used the spiral staircase since you went up it," Greg
added.


"Let's search the house," Jake suggested to Greg. "I'll
take the top two floors, you can take the ground floor and the
basement." Jake asked Harry to watch the front door, and
Patrick to stay and stand guard in the kitchen and its back door.


Jake went back up stairs. There was no one in the cavernous attic,
which formed the third story of the mansion. Except a bat that
swooped down on Jake's head. Jake brushed the bat off with his
hand. Jake rejected the idea that the vampire he had seen had
transformed himself into a bat, and was now lurking in the attic.
Jake did not believe that there were really such things as vampires.
He was sure the figure he had seen was a man masquerading with
phony fangs. And probably here to terrorize Peter, for some unexplained
reason.


There was just one window in the attic, a large circular window
in the front that did not open. Through it, Jake could see the
whole front lawn of the Gombrosh estate and beyond, being pelted
by the thunderstorm. The lawn looked deserted of figures.


Jake bolted the attic door, and started searching the second floor.
He eventually encountered Eleanor, who was looking after her parakeet
in her room, and later Patterson Whitby, who was doing something
unspecified in his room. But a thorough search revealed no strangers
in the top two floors.


Jake found what looked like the vampire's cape. It had been tossed
into a hall closet on the second floor. It was an ordinary opera
cape, not a shiny slicker like Jake and his friends wore.


Jake went down the back stairs, rejoining Patrick there. He encountered
Greg coming up from the cellar stairs into the kitchen.


"There is no one in the cellar," Greg told Jake and
Patrick. "And there is no one on the first floor except various
family members and the butler. I have looked everywhere, through
every closet, and opening every cabinet. There is not room to
hide a cat down here. And all the windows are locked and bolted
on the inside."


Greg and Jake went out to the front door to talk with Harry.


"Peter says that there are no secret passages or hidden rooms
in the house," Greg went on. "It is just a perfectly
respectable old house that Vilmos bought when he moved to the
States in 1918."


"Impossible as it seems," Jake said, "the masked
vampire has vanished."


"Just as vampires are supposed to be able to do," Harry
pointed out. "Could the vampire be hiding in the telephone
cabinet under the stairs?" Harry wondered.


Greg shook his head. "The cabinet door was open, and the
cabinet was empty, every time I went by there."


"Maybe someone chopped the vampire up with an ax, and buried
the pieces in the cellar," Harry suggested cheerfully.


"I do not think that is possible," Greg replied. "The
cellar walls and floor are all concrete. And the furnace is not
on, and is empty inside."


"One of the Gombrosh heirs could have let the vampire out
a window, then locked and fastened the shutters after the vampire
left," Jake said thoughtfully.


Jake got his slicker cape from the front hall closet, fastened
it tightly, and pulled a pair of black rubber galoshes out of
a pocket in the cape. Jake was going outside, and did not wish
to ruin his evening shoes.


The rain had softened the hard-packed earth that surrounded the
house. Anybody who had left the house by door or window since
the storm started would have made prints in the ground. Jake carefully
searched the entire perimeter of the house, his head bowed against
the rain storm.


Jake found nothing. There were no prints anywhere.


Lightning flashes also showed Jake the roof of the Gombrosh mansion.
Neither the vampire nor anyone else was up there.


The vampire must still be in the house, somewhere. But where?







While Patrick was in the kitchen he whipped up some potato omelets
and coleslaw. Soon everyone was gathered around the battered old
wooden table in the kitchen, digging in. The gas stove was working
fine, even if the electricity was out.


"My folks ran a lunch room in Boston," Patrick told them. 
"I used to cook there most nights after high school."


Patrick had taken off his tail coat to cook, and put on a butler's
green leather apron, that he'd apparently found hanging in the pantry. 
He'd also opened a can of sardines, to give Murgatroyd, who'd followed
everyone to the kitchen. A grateful Murgatroyd was rubbing his
head all over Patrick's patent leather evening shoes.


"We will all feel better, when we get something to eat,"
Patrick said. He gave everyone his biggest, movie star smile.
Everyone immediately relaxed and looked happy. Patrick always
had that effect on people. 


Jake discovered that he did feel better, having some food.
Everyone smiled and kept on eating.


"Do you know of anything strange about this house?"
Jake asked Eleanor. "Anything that might give us a clue about
the strange happenings here?"


Eleanor thought about this.


"My mother once told me there was oil on the Gombrosh estate
here," Eleanor told Jake. "Uncle Vilmos was always opposed
to any development, so the deposit is just sitting underground.
Now that the estate is being settled, I hope we can bring a geologist
in, and see what it is worth."


"Do all of you have equal shares in the estate?" Jake asked.


"Cousin Northcroft Whitby, Cousin Sanzo and I are all equal
heirs," Eleanor replied. "Northcroft's son Patterson
Whitby is just along for the visit. He is not an heir." She
wrinkled her nose. Jake got the impression that she found young
Patterson hard to take. "Plus, Peter gets a pension."


Harry took pictures of Patrick cooking. Patrick's dark green leather apron 
looked tough, like something a butcher might wear. 
It fit Patrick O'Donahue perfectly, showing off his bulging chest muscles and 
coming down in a huge expanse of shiny leather, to just over his shoes. 


"That apron looks too big to be the butler's," Jake said to Harry.


"The apron is custom designed for O'Donahue," Harry said, in response to Jake's query. 
"It's made for fan magazine photo shoots. I brought it along tonight 
in case we could get some pictures. 
It's designed to convey O'Donahue's image, that he's really good at working with his hands."
The Studio was always looking for ways to get across a star's personality, 
through the pure use of pictures in silent films and fan magazine photos. 


"I brought along his carpenter's apron, too," Harry said, pointing to 
a second leather apron hanging in the butler's pantry. It was jet black, 
made of a heavy, glossy leather, very tough looking. 
Its many pockets and straps were fastened with silver studs, rivets and buckles. 
"I'm hoping we can get some photos of O'Donahue doing demolition work on the walls, 
looking for secret passages."


"That might be a bit premature," Jake said hastily. "Why don't you show 
O'Donahue tapping on the walls, instead?"


"I like the tapping idea better," Patrick O'Donahue said, joining in the conversation. 
"I'm a Builder, not a Destroyer." O'Donahue put on the carpenter's apron, 
buckling up the straps with practiced ease. O'Donahue pulled his carpenter's tool chest 
out of the pantry, which Harry had also brought, and took out one of the largest hammers 
Jake had ever seen. Even in the kitchen lamplight, the shiny hammer and O'Donahue's 
huge black leather apron glowed and gleamed. Jake guessed both were designed to look spectacular 
in photography, under all sorts of conditions. Harry started taking pictures, 
as the muscular O'Donahue effortlessly started wielding the heavy-looking hammer to tap on the walls. 


The whole thing, Jake reflected, gave Patrick O'Donahue an instantly recognizable image of a carpenter. 
But one glamorized to the nth degree by Hollywood professionals.


"Jake," O'Donahue added, "Why don't you 
write a film script where a chauffeur-handyman solves a mystery in a spooky old mansion? 
Movie mysteries are always solved by some wealthy Society swell. 
I'd love to play a working stiff who solves a crime in a place like this."







The rain had stopped, and a huge full moon had risen in the sky.
Jake went outside to the back porch. Overhanging eaves had kept
the porch dry. Jake sat down in a rocking chair. The chair was
under an Arborvitae tree, whose branches had spread over this
wing of the porch. Jake recalled that "Arborvitae" meant
"tree of life" in Latin. He looked at the many little,
light blue seed cones that were scattered all over the tree's
soft foliage. He began to think about the case...







It was dark in the butler's room. A masked intruder entered the
door, dressed as a vampire, complete with fangs. He did not carry
a candle or a light. He could see the dark form of the sleeping
butler, underneath the covers on the bed. The intruder carried
a small bag, with something wriggling inside of it. He knelt down
next to the suitcase, in a corner of the room.


The man under the covers jumped up. It was Greg. He pinned the
intruder's arms behind his back. The strong looking intruder struggled,
but did not succeed in evading the muscular Greg's grip. Patrick
and Jake rushed into the room, too. Harry followed, taking a steady
stream of pictures by flashlight with his camera. So did Northcroft
Whitby, the Great Sanzo and Eleanor.


Harry said, "So there is someone else in this house, besides
the family!"


The mask was torn off the intruder's face.


Patterson Whitby stood there. He stared haughtily at the rest
of them.







"I managed to get the intruder's picture while he was still
wearing his vampire fangs just now," Harry said. "This
reminds me of when I was a teenager, working as a crime photographer
for the Chicago newspapers. I thought I had seen everything, but
this was my first phony vampire."


"When I saw Patterson Whitby as the vampire the first time,"
Jake said, "he took off his cloak, threw it in the closet,
then slid down the banister of the staircase to the front hall.
This was fast, and made no noise at all. It avoided the squeaky
steps, and gave me the impression that he had not used the stairs,
and had been down in the front hall all the time."


Greg went out, and soon carried in Murgatroyd. Greg had the cat
tucked under his arm, carrying him the way he would a case of
soda pop. For reasons that Jake never understood, cats loved to
be carried this way. In his other hand, Greg had the suitcase
from Peter's room.


"That's the trick suitcase I sold to Patterson Whitby,"
the Great Sanzo said. "He wanted to use it for a magic trick
at a society function."


Peter said something to Greg in Hungarian.


"Patterson Whitby gave that suitcase to Peter as a present,"
Greg said. "Peter could use it when he had to move out of
the house after the estate was sold."


The Great Sanzo pushed a flap on the side of the suitcase. The
whole side sprang open.


"Sanzo modified this suitcase," Jake explained. "Its
side is now a specially constructed door."


The Great Sanzo took an annoyed looking Murgatroyd, and placed
him in the suitcase. The side door sprang shut. The suitcase sat
there on the ground, its top still fastened and locked. No one
would suspect that it had a trick side door.


The side door opened slightly. Murgatroyd stuck his small black
head out the side of the suitcase. Soon the rest of Murgatroyd
followed. The side door sprang shut again.


"The suitcase door can be opened from the inside. Any slight
pressure by an animal inside opens the door," Sanzo explained.
"There are doors on either side of the suitcase. When the
animal leaves, a spring shuts the door again."


Murgatroyd jumped up into Peter's lap. He adjusted himself for
a nap, then went to sleep.


Jake picked up the bag the intruder carried, and went to the back
porch. He opened the bag, and the wriggling bat inside flew away.
Harry got a good photo of the bat. Jake returned to the kitchen.


"Whitby planned to put a bat in the suitcase, and frighten
Peter to death when it escaped," Jake said. "He kept
the bat in the attic, and was planning on putting it in Peter's
room tonight. Only the arrival of so many strangers in the Gombrosh
house stopped him. He had the suitcase open, and must have left
the butler's room for a minute. Murgatroyd sneaked in, and took
a nap in the suitcase. Cats love enclosed spaces, like boxes and
paper sacks. Whitby did not see Murgatroyd in the suitcase - black
cats can be very hard to see in dark areas, such as the inside
of a suitcase. They look as if they are not there. Whitby closed
up the trick side of the suitcase, leaving Murgatroyd sound asleep
inside. Later, Murgatroyd woke up, left the suitcase, and meowed
at the door for me to let him out of Peter's room."


"I still don't understand why Whitby wanted to kill the butler,"
Harry said.


"How did the tree magically appear in the hollow?" Greg
asked, immediately after.


"It was always there," Jake said. "It never moved.
But the fence moved."


"There is oil on the Gombrosh estate here," Jake went
on. "My guess is, that it extends in an underground pool
into the Walker estate next door. Patterson Whitby knew about
this, and decided that he wanted the rights to all of the oil.
He moved the fence that marked the boundary lines of the two properties.
This made it look as if the area with the oil was entirely on
the Gombrosh estate."


Jake could tell, from the look on Patterson Whitby's face, that
his guess had struck home.


"The hollow with the tree used to be deep inside the Walker
land," Jake said. "I never saw it on my first trip around
the fence; the hollow with the tree is not visible from the original
back fence line. Later, during the week, the strong Whitby uprooted
the old fence, and restrung it along a line much deeper into the
Walker property. The new fence line runs fairly close to the tree.
When I took my second walk, there was the tree, just outside of
the new fence line. Whitby had not paid any attention to the tree,
and cared nothing about it. The tree's seemingly impossible materialization
was just an accidental side effect of moving the fence. Whitby
did not even recognize the flower branch when Peter brought it
into the parlor - it meant nothing to him."


"Whitby would have to get rid of the butler, because he knew
the real extent of the Gombrosh property. Peter had lived there
many years, and could testify where the Gombrosh grounds ended
and the Walker estate began. That's why Patterson Whitby was going
to put a bat in the trick suitcase in Peter's room, the one Whitby
gave him. "


"Surveyors should have no trouble establishing the actual
boundary of the two properties," Harry said.


"You can't prove my involvement with any of this," Patterson
Whitby sneered.


"Probably not," Jake admitted. "But now that the
truth is out in the open, Peter's life is at least safe. No one
has any more motive to kill him."







After the Gombrosh mansion was sold, Peter moved into a small
apartment. He was not too far from the house of Greg's parents,
who introduced him to others in the LA Hungarian community. Murgatroyd
moved in with him.


Whenever Jake saw a Cunonia, he thought, "This tree
is really the Tree of Life. It gave a happy end to Peter's problems."


