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One mid-January day I lay in bed fighting the urge to kick the covers off, roll over, and spring from the bed. I had almost convinced myself to attempt such a dastardly deed when I remembered that too much exercise so early in the morning is not good, especially for someone of my girth and experience. But then no one of my girth and experience could possibly spring from anything unless he sat on Old Faithful. 
As I lay there, I pondered hypnotizing myself, hoping to make myself snore. In the midst of my pondering the phone rang. I rolled over and lunged for the obtrusive instrument. On my third try my hand connected with the heavy receiver. I lifted it, mumbled something, and realized that someone was talking into the mouthpiece. I flipped the receiver and mumbled again.
“Are you up yet?” came the question from the phone.
The stupid question sounded like something that would come from the mouth of a small child at some pre-dawn hour on Christmas morning, but even half awake I recognized the voice of the man who asked the stupid question as that of my friend and partner in solving crime.  
Before I get too far into the conversation we had that day, let me introduce myself and my telephoning friend. I’m Lt. Cy Dekker of the Hilldale Police Department. My partner is Sgt. Lou Murdock. Together we make up the entire homicide division.  Lou and I grew up in Hilldale, went to school together, and have been friends since before I can remember. We built tree houses and snow forts together, and double-dated whenever we could find two girls who would go out with the two of us. Lou was the best man at my wedding, and he, along with other members of the Hilldale Police Department, was there for me when I lost my beloved Eunice to cancer after only five years of marriage. Lou’s been there for me ever since, and I hope I’ve been there for him. 
Two weeks prior to that morning’s phone call, with the department’s blessing, the two of us entered into semi-retirement. In our case this meant we will continue to solve all the murder cases within Hilldale’s jurisdiction, but once a case is solved we are free to lean back in our recliners and get to know Sherlock Holmes, Hercule Poirot, Philo Vance, Ellery Queen, Nero Wolfe, Sam Spade, and Phillip Marlowe, courtesy of Myrtle Evans, owner of Hilldale’s Scene of the Crime Bookstore, a used bookstore housed in a wood framed structure, and littered with yellow crime scene tape hanging from its bushes. Actually, I wouldn’t exactly say our new reading material was courtesy of Mrs. Evans. While she did recommend seven books to both of us, she picked our pockets to the tune of $148.23 each before we walked out of her store with the books.
Now that I have introduced the two of us, let me repeat the question Lou repeated to me that morning.
“Are you up yet?” 
“What constitutes up?” I asked my esteemed colleague. 
The good sergeant laughed. 
“Well, do you want to know why I called, Cy?”
Somehow the truth didn’t sound like the appropriate response. 
“Go ahead. Spill it,” I said instead.
“I got a message.”
“You mean a message message?”
“Uh-huh.”
“God spoke to you?”
“You’re the one who says He speaks to me. I only know that I got a message.”
“Well, you might as well tell me now. What was the message?”
“Ford Theater and the Bates Motel.”
“So, you’re saying that if someone invites me to a play and to go somewhere afterward to spend the night, I shouldn’t go?”
“I wouldn’t recommend it.”
“I don’t think there’s any danger of anyone asking me out.”
“You mean your next-door neighbor moved?”
“No, but if she asked me out, I would shoot first and ask questions later.”
I heard chuckling on the other end of the line. 
His chuckle gave me time to think of what Lou’s call meant. In due time Lou and I would discern the meaning of his message. If it was like each of the other messages Lou had received over the years, it meant that another murder had been committed, and Lou and I would go to work solving the case. Retirement, as we had come to embrace it, would end, at least for a few days.
I continued to think until my colleague broke the silence. 
“I assume you haven’t gotten a call yet.”
“No, and my beeper hasn’t gone off. Besides, no one murders anyone this early.”
“It could’ve happened last night. Sometimes they don’t find the body until the next day.”
“I suppose so.”
“And do you realize the bad news? We got eight inches of snow last night. Talk about timing. I’d rather curl up with a good book and have the Blue Moon bring me my meals.”
“Are you saying you don’t want to be around me?”
“No, feel free to stop by the Blue Moon and pick up enough food for both of us. You know where I live. I just dread getting out in this kind of weather.”
“Not any more than I do. I’ve become adjusted to retirement. Maybe God just gave you this message to see how we’d react.”
“Maybe so, but if He did, I don’t think we passed the test.”
Yesterday morning’s forecast had called for mostly cloudy skies with a possible flurry or two. Must’ve been a couple of big flurries, because if my partner says eight inches, he means eight inches. Someone gave Lou a rain gauge for Christmas one year, and he actually put it together and hung it outside his apartment window. I too have a device for measuring snow. In the days of my youth, sometimes a teacher would use a similar gauge to whack my knuckles. Today, I occasionally plop my device down into the snow, but on most days I leave it in the house and use it periodically if I need to draw a straight line.  
I forgot about measuring precipitation and returned to the matter at hand. 
“Well, I guess I’d better get off here in case the department calls.” 
No one who still owns a heavy, black phone with a rotary dial has call waiting. The phone still worked and was only a chore when I tried to pick it up. Since my number was unlisted and people seldom called my house, I didn’t waste a lot of exercise lifting my phone. Besides, the department told me they would use our beepers to get in touch with us if anything happened.  
I sat up and rubbed the sleep from my eyes. I needed a shower. Then, I’d take time for my daily devotional reading and a short prayer. After taking care of one and two, I would leave to pick Lou up. I tried to keep my priorities right. After all, God was around on the first day. Murders didn’t happen until after He had made a few imperfect people. I needed to put Him first.
 
+++
 
I opened the back door and stared at the whiteness. It was one of the few times when I was sorry I didn’t own a pair of sunglasses.   Briefly   blinded,   I   stood   there until my eyes adjusted to the brightness that only snow can produce, then turned and looked at what used to be Lightning, my Volkswagen bug. Normally Lightning shone bright yellow, but on that morning it more closely resembled what I might look like if I had fallen on my back just prior to an avalanche. A white blob in the middle with occasional yellow spots on the side. Okay, maybe I don’t have any yellow spots. At least not yet.
I dragged my feet through the snow as I shuffled toward my vehicle. I intended to start it and let it warm up while I brushed away the snow from the windshield and the windows. At least that was my plan until I arrived at my vehicle and spotted an envelope stuck to the snow where my windshield used to be. Actually my windshield was still there, eight inches under the envelope. Was my next-door neighbor sending me love letters? I shuddered at the thought. 
I took to the envelope the way Lou approaches a new bag of M&Ms. I tore open the envelope with my teeth, spat paper into the snow, and extracted a folded piece of paper. I opened it and read a message that had been cut from a magazine.  
 
BE AT OVERLOOK INN AT PRECIPICE POINT THIS WEEKEND.  I HAVE MURDERED, AND YOU CAN BE THERE TO WATCH THE BODIES FALL. NEITHER YOU, ROTUND DOOFUS LT. DEKKER, NOR YOUR STOOGE, SGT. MURDOCK, WILL BE ABLE TO STOP ME. 
 
I scanned the note. All the words were spelled right, and the commas were in the right place. At least I think so. But the message didn’t make sense. If he or she had already murdered someone, how could I possibly arrive before the bodies fell? Could it be that someone leaned them against a door? After getting nowhere with the grammar or the method of murder, I changed focus. I remembered that Overlook Inn had reopened after sitting empty for several years. It sat at the far end of the county, somewhere between ten and fifteen miles from my house. I had not been out that way in years, but then there was no reason to go that way unless you were going to Overlook Inn. The road goes no farther, and once you pass the city limits there’s not much to see except trees. The more I thought of it, the more I wondered why teenagers never took their dates to such a secluded place. Or maybe, they did. I’m out of the loop about such things, so there’s no way I’d find out about something like that unless one or both of the young people were murdered. Speaking of murder, evidently someone thought the Overlook Inn would be a good place to commit one. While it might be a good place to murder someone, it would be a bad place from which to make a getaway. Only one road in or out. But then that road was seldom traveled. At least there wouldn’t be any neighbors to see him make his hasty retreat. His only other way out would be over the cliff where he’d end up making a splat on the rocks well below, right next to the lemmings. Was that what the murderer meant by “watch the bodies fall?” I pictured someone lining up people at Precipice Point and pushing the last person in line causing a domino effect where screaming victims were knocked over the cliff. I shuddered at the thought and then regained my senses. Well, whatever senses I had maintained in the frigid weather. Like most of my body parts, my senses were growing numb from the cold.
I reread the message and then looked down and discovered the footprints that led to and from Lightning. At least the ones I had not obliterated as I clomped around in the mound of heavy snow. I followed the footprints to the street, hoping that whoever left the note had had second thoughts and was waiting for me. As I walked, I noticed that the footprints heading away from my car were more defined than the ones heading toward it. What that meant I had no idea. As I neared the street, it looked like whoever left the note had stumbled a couple of times and fell once as he or she got out of a vehicle and headed down my driveway. I found the street deserted, carefully examined the markings. Experience taught me that you cannot make plaster casts of footprints in snow or sand, so I ambled to the house  to  get  my  camera  to  take  some photos.  I would have scurried, but I knew that the prints wouldn’t melt before I returned.  Besides, it had been many years since I had been able to scurry. A man my age and size can only scurry downhill, and a robust man proceeding downhill will not stop scurrying until the downhill element ceases to exist. I learned that lesson on a previous case. It’s called experience, which is what happens to you that you wish had happened to someone else.
I reasoned that pictures of the footprints might be of some help. The markings on the snow were distinct, and the wear of the boot could provide a match, if I just knew where to look for the boot. Should I hightail it to Precipice Point and check everyone’s boots?
 
+++
 
I had just finished taking some pictures when I heard a screech similar to the sound a vulture makes before descending upon its prey. Okay, I don’t know if most vultures screech or not, but one does. She lives next door to me.
“Yoo-hoo, oh Cyrus, dear. Would you like to make a snowman with me?”
 My next-door neighbor, Heloise Humphert, was making new tracks down my driveway. In her arms she held her fur ball Twinkle Toes, a white, toy poodle she might have lost if she had put her down in the snow.
“I’m game,” I replied. “Let’s put Muffy down and pack snow around her.”
“Oh, Cyrus, you know her name is Twinkle Toes, and little Twinkle Toes doesn’t like to set her toesies down in the snow.”
If I had already eaten breakfast, her response might have been enough to make me lose it. She caught me off guard and arrived at my side before I could hide my visitor’s note.
“Oh, has Cyrus written little ol’ me a love letter?”
“There are many things I would love to write to you in a letter, Miss Humphert, but I doubt if you would do any of them.”
“Oh, Cyrus, you’d be surprised what I would be willing to do with you.”
Before I could stop her, my neighbor grabbed the note from my hand and read it. 
“Oh, my. It looks like my Cyrus will be going back to work. You be careful now, Honey Bun.”
I was about to tell Miss Busybody that I worked every day, then I remembered that Lou and I no longer worked when there were no murders to solve. 
“Did you see anyone in my driveway earlier today, Miss Humphert?”
“As a matter of fact, I did, Cyrus. It was about 4:37 this morning. Twinkle Toes barked, and I got up to see what she was barking about. I looked out and saw a hunchbacked old man sneaking away from your house. I started to come over and alert you, but it was so late, and I wasn’t sure whether to wake you, or not.”
“I’m sure glad you didn’t, Miss Humphert. My old ticker isn’t what it used to be. I’m not sure if it would’ve held up seeing you at my door in the middle of the night. By the way, I don’t guess you could recognize the old man if you saw him again.”
“No, Cyrus. I’m sorry, but I can’t. I just know he was old, hunchbacked, and not too tall, and he was bundled up to where I couldn’t see his face.”
“That’s okay. I just thought you might have followed him and invited him over for meatloaf. Well, I’d love to stay and chat, Miss Humphert, but, as you can see, I have work to do. Maybe we can make a snowman some other time.” 
I had no intention of making anything with that woman, but if I saw her below me in a snowstorm, only my Christian upbringing would keep me from stomping my foot and starting an avalanche. 
As I continued my evil thoughts about my neighbor, she turned and walked away, taking her white rat with her. 
After she left my field of vision, my thoughts turned back to the case at hand, and I wondered how I would maneuver Lightning through such heavy snow. I had no intention of shoveling my driveway. I could think of other ways of bringing on a coronary. Work was not something I was accustomed to doing, especially hard work.
I was sure that whoever left the note wouldn’t wait until the snow melted before he or she committed murder, so I needed someone to plow my driveway. No sooner had the thought entered my mind than Mark, the boy who mows my yard, rakes my leaves, and shovels my snow, hollered at me from the top of the driveway.
“I assume you want me to shovel your walk, Lieutenant.”
“Yes, but could you do my driveway first? I need to get to work.”
“Sure thing, Lieutenant,” and he wasted no time digging the shovel into the snow. 
I knew it would take him a while to complete his task. While I waited for him to clear a path for Lightning, I went in the house to call and make reservations for Lou and me at the Overlook Inn. Within minutes, I had reserved two rooms for us and called the good sergeant to let him know. A half an hour later, Mark rang the doorbell to let me know that the driveway was finished. I slipped him two twenties and left to pick up Lou and start the day with a good breakfast at the Blue Moon Diner. After all, we wouldn’t be able to check in at the Overlook Inn until sometime in the early afternoon, and a body needs to eat. 
Lou and I eat most of our meals out, and our favorite place to dine is the Blue Moon Diner. We are there so often that two stools at the counter still have our impressions in place when we return for the next meal. Rosie, our waitress for breakfast and lunch, and Thelma, who brings us our supper, are always delighted  to see our smiling faces, and that isn’t only because we are good tippers. Both Rosie and Thelma are widows. Rosie, a lifelong resident of Hilldale, and Tom never had children, while Thelma recently moved to Hilldale to be close to her grandson who attends college in the area. Both women love knowing that what they do each day is making someone else’s day better, and I don’t know what Lou and I would do without them.
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On a typical day Lou and I arrive at the Blue Moon after all the regulars have left, so we mosey up to the counter, plop down on a couple of stools, and because we leave one stool between us, we have room to sprawl out, put our elbows on the counter, and eat to our heart’s content. Never quite sure how much food it takes to make our hearts content, we do our best not to come up a little short. Unless we are in the mood for something different, we order the usual; sausage, bacon, eggs, hash browns, biscuits, gravy, and pancakes loaded down with maple syrup. Sometimes we tell Rosie to throw a couple of handfuls of pecans on the pancakes. After all of that, we can make do until our stomachs tell us it’s time for a snack. A little before noon, Lou and I left the Blue Moon Diner with our stomachs full and smiles on our faces. Actually, our stomachs looked full before we arrived, but when we left they also felt it. I would be good for another hour or so. I checked to see if I had any remembrances of our scrumptious meal, but found none. Gravy stains disturb me. A little gravy on the shirt means less gravy on the inside. 
 
+++
 
Lou and I lowered ourselves into the front seats of my car and put our game faces on.  As we settled into our seats, I thought I heard Lightning gasp for breath. Maybe I was mistaken.  At any rate, it was time to go to work. In Hilldale, the city and county are one, as far as government jobs are concerned. Lou and I handle any homicide in the county, and the Streets and Roads Division take care of anything to do with our streets, from fixing potholes to shoveling snow. As we left the metropolis of Hilldale behind, I was glad I wasn’t the only one to get the memo about a murder at Overlook Inn. Streets and Roads must have gotten one too, unless the policy of plowing the road to Precipice Point changed when the inn reopened. If I remembered correctly, it was eight miles from the edge of the city limits to Precipice Point. Eight miles that seemed like twenty. 
I left behind the last house within the city limits, pleased that the snow plow didn’t stop there, but continued to make our drive a little more palatable. I say a little because the road to Precipice Point is not a wide road. Nor a level one. Nor a straight one. Only the lack of traffic makes the road somewhat safe, but that might change by spring now that the inn has reopened. If I was to believe the note I received on my car, the drive out would be safer for someone than what that person, or was it those people, would encounter once he, she, or they arrived. 
Murder muddled my thoughts as I drove toward the inn. In a way, it would be hard to murder someone there. In a way, it would be easy. The inn sets on a couple of acres of land, and there is not much land to look at, because the inn takes up quite a bit of space. I’m not good at measurements, but I would guess that there is approximately five hundred feet of land in the front, a couple hundred feet in the back, and one hundred or so feet on each side, once you account for the garages. They call it Precipice Point for a reason. I’m not sure if Precipice Point is redundant, but it is a precipice. Or is it really a pinnacle? Who knows? Who cares? When you get to the end of the land, you can either fly or drop to get to the next piece of land. If you have wings, you might be able to fly across the expanse to the adjacent piece of land a few hundred feet across the divide.  If you cannot fly, the drop will not kill you, but landing is not recommended. 
While there’s only one way in or out from Precipice Point, there are a lot of places to play hide-and-seek inside the inn. Before that weekend was over, Lou and I would find many of them. 
On the drive out to the inn, I noticed trees on both sides of the road. Lou called some evergreens, others deciduous. I called them green ones and brown ones. I have no idea what deciduous is, but it’s not a disease I would want to catch. While I know some big words, others escape me. Each morning I open the dictionary and poke my fat finger at some word. If it’s a word I already know, I keep poking until I learn a new word. It usually doesn’t take me long before I land on an unknown word. At least, one that’s unknown to me. When I returned home from our trip to the inn, I planned to look up the meaning of deciduous. On the surface, it sounds like erosion of the gums. When I shared that with Lou, he thought a moment, smiled, and told me that some gums are deciduous.
The trees continued to follow us on our journey. At times, there was a break between trees, but mainly they towered over the road and stood between ten and twenty feet back from where Lightning meandered down the well-worn blacktop path. 
Being somewhat familiar with the road helped me to drive and think at the same time, and when the road started its dramatic descent I knew we were getting close to our destination. The road leads down to the bridge then up again to the inn.
Soon, I stopped the car and looked at the bridge that loomed ahead. The bridge. The only way between where I was and Overlook Inn. A long time ago someone built a bridge over an expanse, allowing people to arrive at Precipice Point without leaping.  The snowplow that had made our journey easier stopped just before the bridge and turned around to go back to town? The bridge was made of wood and iron and so old there was no weight limit listed. I hoped the extra helpings we had at breakfast would have no bearing as to whether on not I could work this case until its conclusion and once again enjoy semi-retirement. 
I gripped the steering wheel with both hands, looked over at a sweating sergeant, and hit the gas. Lightning plowed through the snow. I hoped I didn’t have to brake before arriving at my destination. I didn’t. The snow stopped us after only a few feet. Two policemen sat in a car on a bridge, hoping that the bridge that had lasted for many years lasted a little longer. We sat there wondering if there was enough room to open the doors and walk to the inn. There was. I looked at the heavy snow in front of us. Not a track anywhere. Not even a bird or squirrel had disturbed its beauty. The thought of the uphill flight to the inn suddenly made the bridge seem safer. Besides, not only would we have to extract ourselves, but our luggage, too. If only we could have slid down a hill on our suitcases. As we contemplated our demise, I looked up as the door of the inn opened. A man stepped out onto the porch and waved to us. Was this our murderer welcoming us? After a quick wave, he walked down the steps and jumped up onto a snowplow that I hadn’t noticed, a snowplow somewhat smaller than the one the city owns. He made a roundabout path in our direction, jumped off, and trekked over to us. I rolled down the window, told him we were guests. He asked if we felt comfortable remaining where we were until he finished plowing the driveway. I lied, then rolled up the window, and the two of us remained in my little yellow bug until just after the sun had gone down. 
Maybe it wasn’t that long, but it was long enough that my stomach let me know it had been an hour since we’d eaten. Although I was never a Boy Scout, I never went anywhere unprepared. I reached into my pocket and extracted a Hershey Almond candy bar, slightly colder than it was when I removed it from the refrigerator. I always forget that there’s no reason to refrigerate  candy  bars  in  the  winter,  but  summer  habits are hard to break.  I  meticulously  removed  the  candy  from  its wrapper, smiled that I didn’t have to remove my pocketknife to perform surgery to separate two almonds that had bonded, and carefully ate the chocolate that surrounded my first almond of the day. I have to be greatly excited or enormously disturbed to eat more than one almond at a time. Of course, time passes quickly, so I predicted that a second almond would be crunched to death before we were rescued from our temporary home. I shuddered as I remembered where we were and tried not to think of anything or anyone being crunched to death. 
While a Hershey Almond candy bar is my staple, Lou is an M&M’s kind of guy, so he followed suit, and mangled the brown package with his teeth. He gulped several colorful bits of candy at one time, and smiled as if being suspended on a bridge was not completely bad. 
I’ve been a lover of Hershey Almond candy bars for as long as I can remember. I tear up as I think back to those easier-to-open packages with the white lining inside when all I had to do was slide the white covering from its brown encasement, open it and ogle the chocolate and nuts. On many a day, I carefully picked a sliver of chocolate from that white background or licked the paper when it was necessary. I reminisced about my favorite food group until Sir Plowalot gave me the high sign that it was okay to proceed, two candy bars and seven almonds surrounded by chocolate later. Luckily, I brought extra candy bars. I didn’t want to run out and have to depend on the St. Bernard to bound through the heavy snow to bring me more munchies. 
I gave the snowplow time to clear out of my way. This allowed me to scan the inn in front of me. Not exactly what I’d call an inn. More like a fortress. The stone block structure hovered over the snow below. I suspected it has an ominous feel at night, when the vultures return to rest on the parapet. I didn’t want to be outside at night to find out. I hoped when we checked in there would be a note from the murderer telling us that he or she had postponed all murders until spring. 
I put Lightning in reverse in order to get a running start up the hill to the inn. I would’ve done so earlier, but Lightning was snowbound until the man on the plow loosened the snow that held us in place. I stopped, shifted into drive, crossed the bridge, and bore right at the circular driveway. I didn’t stop until I arrived at the stone steps leading up to the front door. We opened Lightning’s doors and stepped out. There was no railing, but there were only five steps. Five wide steps. I thought we could make it that far, even carrying luggage. 
Lou and I gathered our belongings and navigated the steps without incident. I opened the large oaken door and the sergeant and I entered. The lobby stood on the right. A counter for checking in faced it. The area behind it was enclosed, except for a doorway behind the counter. The area to my left was open. At the front was a large sitting area, with couches and upholstered chairs scattered about. Fifty feet or so beyond, with no wall beforehand, stood the dining room, an elegant room that did not fit in with the rustic nature of the inn’s walls. As I studied our surroundings, a distinguished gentleman, whose gray hair had long since parted from the top of his head, greeted us. Evidently he had come from the check-in area. I didn’t see him approach, but then I’d stepped over to look down the hallway past the dining room.
“Welcome, gentlemen! I am Sidney Longworth, the proprietor. You are the first of today’s guests to arrive.”
“So, we’re the only guests?”
“No, some of our guests arrived yesterday.”
We identified ourselves minus our titles. I noticed no glint of recognition from Mr. Longworth. Either he was a good actor, or he wasn’t the one who delivered the note. Of course he had no hump, but, then, I’ve seen Young Frankenstein enough to know that humps can be moved. Or removed. 
“If you can wait a few minutes until Manfred puts the snowplow up, he can help you to your room. You may check in in the meantime, if you like?”
Not wanting to carry our own luggage, we waited for Manfred. In the meantime, I went back outside to park Lightning in the garage, even though Mr. Longworth told me Manfred could do that for me, too. I descended the shoveled steps, surprised that I remained on my feet, and chose a parking place in one of the two adjacent garages. I locked the car and looked around to familiarize myself with the outside layout. We had not been told whether or not the murder would take place inside or outside, or at what time of day or night. With my luck, it would be outside in a biting, howling wind at midnight. If so, I would signal the good sergeant any ideas I had while I sat by the window in the sitting room. I’d noticed a brown leather sofa just under that window on which I could recline with a pillow under my head while I instructed my partner. After all, rank has its privileges.
I noticed the scarcity of cars in either garage. There appeared to be room for around twenty to thirty cars. I had lots of choices as to the spot I selected. Evidently, there were few other guests at the inn. Unless business picked up, it would be easy to pick out the murderer. He or she would be the one left standing. 
 
+++
 
Because I reserved rooms under the names Cy Dekker and Lou Murdock I doubted if anyone other than the murderer had any idea there were titles attached to our names. Without our police privileges, it might be harder to learn what we could prior to the murder, but if we could learn enough, maybe we might be able to prevent the victim’s demise, even though Mr., Mrs., or Miss Cut-and-Paste  was not enamored with our successes. 
I rejoined Lou and Longworth, and together Lou and I asked Longworth about the inn and our fellow travelers. He was guarded when discussing the other guests. He would tell us nothing except their names, and how many guests there were, but he was glib when it came to embellishing about the virtues of the inn. I only wished that he had cut down on the adjectives and supplied more nouns. I could judge for myself how many stars to bestow upon the vacation spot after I had experienced more of it. I merely wanted to know about its amenities, and its nooks and crannies. Eventually, he told us that all the rooms, except for the staff’s lodgings, were on the second floor, but that none of the rooms on the rear wing were being used, due to the fact that the inn recently reopened and the number of guests were few. The dining room, sitting room, indoor pool, exercise room, library, and auditorium occupied much of the first floor. When Longworth mentioned the auditorium, it brought back memories of the way the inn used to be. In its glory days, it was known for its distinguished actors and wonderful plays. I never was much into plays, so I had to take the word of others as to how good they were. In my book, plays are just above operas and the ballet on the food chain. I just don’t have the stomach for those kinds of things.
Longworth told us that the inn had thirty-two large rooms, with his emphasis on large. Rooms had either king- or queen-size beds, end tables on each side of the bed, a desk and chair, a table, a couch, a refrigerator, and two or three upholstered chairs, one of which reclined. Each room had a fireplace, and a container of wood sat ready for each occupant. The entire grouping of rooms was in an E shape, looking from the front, only there were no rooms above the front desk where guests checked in and out. Thus, only part of the bottom of the E contained rooms.
Longwood piqued my interest when his diatribe turned to food. Three meals were included each day in the cost of the room. They served breakfast at 7:00 (which meant I would have to rise earlier than usual), a mid-morning snack at 10:00, and lunch at 12:30. Also, snacks would be provided each afternoon at three, and hors d’oeuvres served prior to the evening meal, which was at 7:00, and bedtime snacks would be set out at 10:00 for anyone who was interested. Lou and I would be interested. 
Longworth finished his monologue as Manfred returned to carry our luggage. None of the other guests were anywhere to be found, so we checked in, picked up the keys to our rooms, and mounted the steps behind Manfred. Having seen no other guests, we agreed to rest for thirty minutes before tackling the layout. Could it be that Longworth had already disposed of the other guests, but the snowstorm prevented him from pushing their cars over the cliff? Somehow I figured our job would be tougher than that.
My room was the first room on the left after mounting the steps and turning right. Across from my room, I could lean over the railing and practice Romeo and Juliet in my falsetto voice. Only two things prevented me from doing so. I don’t know Shakespeare, and under no circumstances do I use a falsetto voice. If I did choose to look over the railing, I could look down upon the registration desk, out upon the lobby, or up to the ceiling much higher than where I stood. I chose to do none of those things. 
Manfred opened the door to my room, and I discovered that Longworth did not embellish too much. Considering it was one room and not a suite, it was quite large. There was a desk, two upholstered chairs, one of which might’ve been a recliner, a king-size bed, a couch, a small refrigerator, and a microwave. Those last two would come in handy if I decided to sneak any food back to my room. Manfred carried my bag inside, pointed out each of the room’s amenities, and asked if I needed further assistance. I declined, and he left to show Lou to his room. 
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A knock at the door shook me from my nap. Evidently I had slumbered too long to satisfy a sergeant who wanted to wrap up the case as soon as possible. Not taking time to tuck in my shirt or comb my hair, I stumbled to the door and opened it. I should have grabbed my gun on the way. 
“Hello, Cyrus. I like what you’ve done with your hair. I had planned to run my fingers through it, anyway.”
I wondered how my next-door neighbor knew where the good sergeant and I had bedded down for the weekend, and then I remembered she had snatched the murderer’s note from my hands. But how had she found out which room was mine? Could it be that the proprietor had told her more than he was willing to tell me? Whatever the case, there was no way this vixen would run her claws through my hair.
“Well, Miss Humphert, what brings you here, and how did you know what room I was in?”
“When I returned from walking Twinkle Toes this morning I realized the subtle hint you offered when you passed the note to me. I knew it was your way of calling me to this weekend love nest.”
“The love nest is out among the trees. Why don’t you go outside, leap from the cliff, grab on to a tree limb, and wait for me? Oh, and by the way, you didn’t tell me how you knew which room was mine.”
“That cute sergeant downstairs let me know.”
I no longer felt guilty about waiting inside while Lou solved an outdoor murder. 
“Well, why don’t you go downstairs and bother the sergeant, while I finish getting dressed. He loves getting his hair messed up. By the way, where’s Muffy? You didn’t leave her at home by herself, did you?”
“Oh, I couldn’t do that, Cyrus. Twinkle Toes loves her Cyrus, too. She can’t wait to nibble at your toes.”
I closed the door as my next-door neighbor turned away. I wondered how far a man of my size with steel-toed shoes could kick a rat. I began to smile at the possibilities. I continued to smile when I realized that if the murder had not yet taken place, my neighbor was still eligible to be the victim. I stopped smiling when I felt God reprimand me for my thoughts. 
 
+++
 
I went to the phone and called the front desk. I asked whoever answered to page the sergeant, who should be nearby getting his hair messed up. A couple of minutes later, someone knocked on the door. I opened it a crack, but enough of a crack that I could see a smiling face. I decided to get even with that smiling face later, and invited him inside. Change of plans. We would plan our strategy from within the confines of my room. 
Lou informed me that he had seen no guests except for my next-door neighbor. After getting up from his nap, which was much shorter than mine, he had ventured down a few hallways, but saw no one. When he mentioned this to me, I wondered if we were lured to the inn by Longworth, who used the ploy he did to bring customers to his establishment. Or could it be that he planned to murder the two of us, unbeknownst to him that wither I goest my neighbor is sure to follow? I quickly dismissed that theory. Surely our work would be more difficult than that. And so it was. 
I wanted to check out the inn. Actually, I wanted to check out of the inn, but that was not possible with a murderer lurking nearby. On one occasion, I slid the latch from my door and peeked out to see if you-know-who was around. I suffered a kiss on the cheek while claws messed up my hair. I hit my eye on the door as I tried to get away from her clutches. If someone were to look out again, it would be the good sergeant. I looked around the room for other means of escape. There were none. We would remain in my room until I heard screams, or until the smell of food cooking wafted in under the door.
After too much time in isolation, we weren’t able to solve a yet uncommitted murder, so my thoughts shifted to planning my exit. I’d read about Noah. I knew about the raven and the dove. After a reasonable amount of time elapsed, I would send the good sergeant out. If he didn’t return within a few seconds, I would know that either the neighbor had captured him or he had smelled food. 
 
+++
 
I expected things to get worse when we left the room, but not in the way they did. We strolled down the steps, slinked over to the hors d’oeuvres, and crinkled our noses. What is this stuff? I whispered to Lou to see if he had a clue. He had no idea, either. The other guests had come out of hiding. At least two men had. I whispered again to Lou and we stepped back and waited for someone else to go first. One did, and he seemed to enjoy it. Then an elderly woman hobbled over, ate some of the pasty stuff, and licked her lips. I motioned to the sergeant to go first. He whispered, “Lieutenants first.” I whispered back, “Not after you sent that woman to my room.” He smiled and sidled up to the table to choose his poison. He took a knife and spread a small portion of the pasty stuff on a cracker, took a bite, and smiled. Knowing Lou could be a good actor at times, I followed, begrudgingly. Lou looked at me and did his best not to laugh.  I was about to whisper and ask him, “What is this stuff?” when Mrs. Longworth walked up and asked us how we liked the pâté de foie gras. I tried to smile, and took another bite. It tasted like dog food that had been run through a blender. On second thought, it tasted like liver, and I can’t stand liver. I hoped the hors d’oeuvres were not a precursor of what dinner would be like. I turned away from the paste and walked over to the sitting room. On the way I passed Mrs. Longworth and said something about not wanting to spoil my appetite for dinner. When she was out of sight, I sneaked my Hershey Almond bar from my pocket and bit off two almonds and all the chocolate that surrounded them. I wouldn’t go near that foie gras again, unless it would be to recommend it to my neighbor, who was descending the stairs as I looked up. She was dressed for dinner. Too bad she had not chosen a hat with a veil to accompany her outfit.
 
+++
 
At dinner, Lou and I got to meet everyone. Well, we got their names and faces, but didn’t waste much time talking. Instead, I listened, plus checked out the eyes to see if anyone recognized us. No one seemed to. Maybe they were all good actors. And there wasn’t a hunchback among them. After dinner, I would ask the good sergeant to corner my next-door neighbor and see if she recognized any of our dinner companions as the hunchback who’d left me the note. I doubted if she could. Whoever it was had bundled up, and all of the guests seemed about the same height and weight. Even the woman was near the same size as the men, but then my neighbor would never recognize another woman. 
I was right about one thing. There weren’t a lot of guests, and from what I could discern, not only were the good sergeant and I the first to arrive on Friday, but, other than my neighbor, we were the only ones to arrive on Friday. Three other guests were expected, but never arrived. According to Longworth, one phoned to say he would be late, another to say that the storm delayed him until the next morning. The third had not called. Maybe one of them was our murderer, hiding inside a nearby turret until the time came for him to accomplish his dastardly deed. 
The dining room consisted of six, large, mahogany tables, each covered with white tablecloths, and each capable of seating sixteen people. Because of our small number, everyone was seated at the same table. Too bad my next-door neighbor hadn’t ordered room service. I smiled at the others seated around the table. Well, everyone except my neighbor. I’d heard about the food at this place, but didn’t see how it could compare with the Blue Moon. At least the Blue Moon doesn’t serve that pâté de foie gras stuff. Good thing, too. If they did, Lou and I would be looking for a new place to chow down. Give me meat loaf, country fried steak, and all the trimmings. 
I’d learned that whenever possible, the Longworths ate with their guests. That night it was possible. I scanned the table, trying to get a lead on what might happen. Mr. Longworth sat at the head of the table, his wife at the foot. Because of the three more-than-fashionably-late guests, there were only six other guests at the inn that night. On Longworth’s right sat a man who introduced himself as Myles Mycroft. He looked nearly forty and wore his hair slicked straight back. Mycroft looked like someone who had read all the books on etiquette. I’d watch him if I lost my place and didn’t know the proper way to attack a certain dish. I might have to lean forward to do so, because Lou sat next to him. The good sergeant’s body protruded farther forward than did Mycroft’s. Maybe Mycroft spent more time reading about eating than he did eating. I sat next to my partner, in the last seat on Longworth’s right, which means I sat next to Mrs. Longworth. Since the table accommodated sixteen and there were only eight of us, we had room to spread out, although I deduced that spreading out was not the custom at a place like Overlook Inn. There were no “No Grazing” signs, but I could sense that no one other than a policeman would be caught putting his or her elbows on the table.  If I could’ve identified my adversary, I would’ve suggested a change of venue for the murder, with the Blue Moon Diner as my first choice. 
Arthur Plankton sat opposite Mycroft. Plankton was a weasel of a man who looked best suited for absconding with the bank’s funds.  He looked like his best days were behind him, and I guessed his age to be somewhere around sixty-five.
While Plankton looked old, the woman seated to his left looked even older. She had so many age spots and wrinkles it would have been hard to add them and divide by two to get her age. Miss Isabel Dukenfield wore a hat with a veil. I remembered that my grandmother had one that looked quite similar. Miss Dukenfield’s hat must have survived the war. I think she might have looked better if she’d traded the hat for a bag. The veil didn’t cover nearly enough. Besides, she pulled it up when the food came.
I looked up at the chandelier that loomed almost directly above my head. I hated to eat under so much glass. I was afraid it would fall on me, but it was so large that it hovered over two or three tables, and another chandelier picked up where that one left off. My fear of the chandelier was interrupted when someone opened the front door. In walked a young man, who looked at us and apologized for being late. The openness of the inn, with no walls separating the sitting room from the dining room, made it possible to see anyone who came or went, even though we were quite a distance from the front door. I soon found out that the man’s name was Tony McArthur, and it seemed that everyone at the table, with the exception of my partner and the hussy who lives next door to me, seemed to recognize the man. I whispered to Lou to see if maybe he recognized the newcomer, but he didn’t. I thought maybe he was some kind of star and our work and lack of hero worship prevented us from recognizing him. The tall young man grabbed a chair and scooted it between Lou and Mycroft, thus making it even harder for me to follow Mycroft’s lead. 
I was starved. I couldn’t wait for the food to be served. Possibly sensing this, Mrs. Longworth rang the bell. I speculated that someone would soon arrive with food, or we would come face to face with Pavlov’s dog. It was time to eat. What conversation there was died down when our guest list increased by one.
The meal started with shrimp, but it wasn't fried. Evidently someone here wasn't from the south. And the ketchup in a bowl beside the shrimp tasted funny. And the soup he brought next was cold. Good help must be hard to get so far out in the country. I didn't see any improvement in subsequent dishes, but Mrs. Longworth smiled through the whole process. I think she was embarrassed. Things didn't get any better until the dessert arrived, but that's also when things got worse. 
Before I could sample Baked Alaska, Mycroft made a few gyrations and fell face first into his. From what I could tell, his hairline landed about Barrow while his chin touched down in Anchorage. From the way it looked, it didn’t matter that the flames had burned out before he dived in. Evidently, the sushi had given him food poisoning. If Mr. Mycroft had family, Michael the chef would soon be sued.
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Quickly, I came to my senses and realized our murderer had struck. I jumped to my feet, pulled out my badge, and hollered, “I’m Lt. Dekker, Hilldale Police Department! Don’t anyone move! This man has had a heart attack.”
From the looks on their faces the whole lot of them looked guilty. Either that or they were sick from the food and my yelling didn’t help matters. I motioned for Lou to check out the kitchen and keep everyone there in place. I walked past Lou’s chair and felt for a pulse. Miles Mycroft was definitely doornail dead, whatever that is. 
I asked the guests to go to their rooms and told them I’d let them know when it was okay to return to the table. Then, I asked Mrs. Longworth to return to her quarters, while I kept her husband at hand. She didn’t seem pleased, but she complied. I asked Longworth how many exits the inn had and was surprised when he told me only three. I expected an inn that size to have more, but it was originally built as a home and for some reason the current building codes didn’t apply to existing structures. I had Longworth show me how to dial an outside line, then motioned for him to join his wife. As he walked away, I told him I would let him know when he could return. 
Neither of the chefs wanted to leave the kitchen, but our server didn’t mind. After firing off a couple of verbal rounds, Lou and I were able to convince the twosome to do so.  As far as I was concerned, every place in and about the inn was a crime scene. After making sure everything was secure, I hurried back to the phone and dialed Lt. Michaelson’s number. I knew he wasn’t on duty at that time of night, but I knew he would come. 
“George. Cy.”
“Why hello, Cy. How’s retirement treating you?”
“Okay up until today. I’m unretired now. Lou and I are at the Overlook Inn. There’s been a murder. Can you round up as many men as possible and come out here and help us? This place is so large it might take us a while to find our murderer.”
“I was just sitting here with my wife in front of a cozy fireplace, but I’m sure I’d rather tackle the blinding snowstorm and join you and Lou.”
“If it’ll make you feel better, George, the snow stopped falling last night. Oh, and by the way, on your way out could you stop by the Blue Moon Diner and fetch Lou and me some food.”
“That place where you are doesn’t have food?”
“It does, but the stove’s broken. It won’t take you long. Just tell Thelma who you are and who the food is for. And feel free to get something for yourself. I’ll pay for it.”
“Oh, you’ll pay for it all right, but not my dinner. My wife and I have already eaten, and unlike some people, I only eat one dinner a night.”
I thanked him for his kindhearted gesture, then hung up and dialed Frank Harris’s number. Frank is the medical examiner. 
“Hello, Frank.”
“Your voice sounds familiar. Don’t tell me. Let me guess.”
“You and George should take your act on the road. You’d be a big hit in Poughkeepsie.” 
“Oh, I think I recognize the voice now. Aren’t you the guy who used to work here part time? Don’t tell me you’re out in this mess.”
“No, Frank. I’m the guy who’s now working full time, and Lou and I are indoors at the moment, but we’d like for you to join us.”
“What’s the matter? Someone fall on an icicle and you want to know if it was murder?”
“Pretty close, Frank. Actually, he fell on his ice cream.”
“Do what?”
“Frank, Lou and I are out at Precipice Point at the Overlook Inn. Someone just keeled over and we think he had help.”
“Were you there when he keeled over?”
“We were.”
“And you couldn’t tell if someone pushed him, or not?”
“Just come on out. I’ll give you the particulars when you get here.”
“You mean I don’t have to bring you anything?”
“No. Thanks, Frank. George is picking up dinner for us.”
“What? Oh, never mind. I’ll see you as soon as I can get the wagon going and get out there.”
All Lou and I could do was wait. We didn’t want to disturb anything. An SOC team and the medical examiner would soon be able to tell us how to proceed. Lou and I wandered back to the dining room table. Mr. Mycroft wasn’t Lazarus. His face remained in his dessert, although the dessert had begun to run. I stepped to my place, and stuck a spoon in my baked Alaska. It turned out to be the best thing the chef had served. As long as I didn’t look at the deceased, I had no problem eating it.
I finished and glanced at Lou. He looked a little sick. 
“Not you, too?”
“Not that I know of, Cy, but we did eat the same stuff he ate.”
“So did the others, but I see only one face full of dessert, or is that one dessert full of a face?”
Lou laughed. 
“Maybe it wasn’t the dessert. None of the other desserts have been touched.”
One had. I wondered if I looked as bad as I felt. With each breath I felt somewhat better, and when I hadn’t keeled over by the time the first of the bluecoats showed up, I felt even better. My disposition improved tremendously when George Michaelson showed up with our real dinner. Lou looked for an out-of-the-way place to chow down, a place without activity and fingerprints, and we let the other boys go to work. I noticed one of the officers was Officer Dan Davis, a young officer I had worked with on a previous case. I told him the inn had three exits, and instructed him to find them and two other officers to help him guard the exits to see that no one left the premises.  Their first job was to open each outside door and check for footprints. There were none. No one had left the establishment.
After Lou and I finished our dinner, courtesy of Thelma at the Blue Moon Diner and my good friend George, we sat down on the sofa while Frank examined Miles Mycroft’s body. A few minutes later, Frank walked over and tapped me on the shoulder.
“Cy, my guess is the guy was poisoned, but I won’t know for sure until I do an autopsy. I think I’ll have another surprise for you, but I’ll wait until I get him back and have an opportunity to look him over. Mind if I take him now?”
“The sooner the better. How long before you’ll know anything?”
“Depends on what killed him. Hopefully sometime tomorrow or Sunday.”
I nodded and Frank walked away.  My guess had been that the victim was poisoned, and, if so, there would be a lot of work to do. A team was already at work in the kitchen. With the body removed, some men would check the food and utensils on the table. Maybe we’d luck out. Maybe Mycroft did have a heart attack, and I summoned the troops for no reason. Somehow, I didn’t think so. Time, and Frank Harris, would tell. A few minutes later, Frank and his silent new friend left the inn for the morgue.
 
+++
 
Items were labeled and removed from the table. All food, utensils, and everything in the kitchen would be checked for traces of poison. Another team would dust for prints, but because so many people were gathered in such a small area, the only place we held any hope of finding a second set of prints that might help us was Mycroft’s room. Everyone was hard at work except for Lou and me. I eased behind the counter and followed the path until I came to a door. I knocked and Longworth answered my knock. I informed him that I wanted to interrogate those who were present and asked for a room where I could do that quietly. Longworth questioned why I would need to bother his guests just because some man died of a heart attack. I convinced him that it was important. I offered to let him go first, so that he could see how painless it was. He picked up a key. We stopped off to secure Lou, and Longworth led the sergeant and me to a conference room located down the hallway. I remembered that he had neglected to mention a conference room when describing the inn’s virtues. Maybe I didn’t look like a conference room kind of guy. I wasn’t, but I was about to turn into one.
As I walked down the hall behind the proprietor, I noticed his profile as he stared at my compatriots. I could tell that he didn’t think a passel of policemen were good for business. Murder wasn’t good for mine, so I’d cut him no slack.
He reached a door, unlocked it, and we stepped inside. Couches lined the room. A metal serving cart stood in one corner. In the middle of the room stood a conference table surrounded by chairs, with enough room behind them to allow legroom for those seated on the couches, and a pathway for people to navigate from one end of the room to the other. Not wanting Longworth to be too comfortable, I motioned for him to take a seat at the table, and selected a chair next to him. I could tell he wanted to talk, but didn’t want to say anything that I would find helpful. 
On most of our cases, I ask the questions while Lou listens. Later, the two of us evaluate the information we’ve gathered. It was time to gather that information. 
“Mr. Longworth, tell me a little of the history of this magnificent structure.”
“As you wish. In 1840, a Mr. Jacob Sudduth came to this area to visit a cousin. One day, when his cousin was otherwise occupied and he was feeling quite bored, he lit out on a carriage ride. He noticed what amounted to a road that headed away from town through the trees. Curious, he followed it. Surprisingly, the road kept going. There was no room to turn the carriage around, so Sudduth continued on the road. Some time later he began his descent to an old, wooden bridge. Across the bridge Sudduth noticed a log cabin. After testing the bridge and realizing that he still didn’t have enough room to turn around, Sudduth guided his horse across the bridge and dismounted to see the log cabin. He could tell the cabin had been deserted for quite some time. Sudduth was fascinated by the beauty of the place, and despite the fact that he had been gone for hours and his cousin might be worried about him, he walked around the precipice and studied the layout of the land. Sudduth was a wealthy man, and upon returning to his cousin’s home he learned that the property was for sale. Before he left he bought the property. He returned a short time later with Mrs. Sudduth and convinced her they should build a home on the property. As you can see, what was a home to Sudduth would be a castle to many. He began having stone brought in in 1843 and the house was completed and Sudduth moved in in 1848. Sudduth lived in the house only a few years before he died, and when his son William became of age, he took ownership of the property. Upon William’s death, the house passed on to his son Lee. Lee had no sons, but had three daughters.  His daughter Elizabeth married Joseph   Oppenheimer, and thus the house became known as the Oppenheimer estate.”
“And how did you come to be a part of this edifice?”
“Each descendant added his own touch to the structure. In the beginning, there was no swimming pool, etc. Only a library. But the exterior walls were conducive to adding to the mansion. Joseph Oppenheimer was a patron of the arts. He had an auditorium built with an emphasis on the performing arts. Mr. Oppenheimer wanted nothing to do with the performances other than to be a member of the audience. He had heard of my reputation and contacted me about directing plays in his theater. Like his ancestors before him, he too was quite wealthy and was willing to pay top dollar to attract the best performers. He trusted me with total control over a performance, and I auditioned performers for each play. Oppenheimer never charged a guest or made a dollar from any of his plays. His guests stayed and were fed at no charge to them. They paid only for their travel to the inn.”
“And why did the performances cease?”
“Mr. Oppenheimer’s health was declining. So was his wife’s. None of their children were interested in the inn, and so, with some regret, the Oppenheimers shut down the performances and moved away. That was several years ago. Mr. Oppenheimer lived longer than he expected, but when he died, I had an opportunity to come back here. I sank a lot of money into turning this place into an inn and hope someday to offer our guests plays and performances equal to what we had before.”  
“That’s fascinating! I know you’re excited about such an opportunity to go back and move forward doing what you love.”
“Only the accoutrements needed to turn this mansion into an inn and the knowledge of operating an inn made me nervous. I learned from Mr. Oppenheimer. I did what he did. I hired the best people to tell me what I needed to do and to perform the tasks whose methods escape me.”
“Now, let’s turn to matters at hand. What can you tell me about the deceased?”
Longworth froze at the sudden change in conversation, but quickly regained his composure and answered my question.
 “He registered as Miles Mycroft from Missoula, Montana. He’s been here since yesterday morning and hadn’t bothered anyone. He was expected to stay until Monday.”
“Had he been a guest here before?”
“Lt. Dekker, the inn has been open only a week. We’ve had no repeat guests.”
“Do you know the nature of his business in our area?”
Longworth fidgeted in his seat, then answered my question. 
“I assume he came to enjoy the inn. He never left it, so I assume he had no business outside the inn.”
“Did anyone come to the inn to see him?”
“No.”
“Did any of the other guests seem to know him?”
Longworth squirmed again. 
“No one seemed to know Mr. Mycroft.”
“Well, did anyone here recognize the deceased?”
“I told you, Lieutenant, to the best of my knowledge no one here knew Mr. Mycroft.”
“Did you eat breakfast with your guests?”
“Yes, my wife and I dined with our guests this morning.”
“And how did Mr. Mycroft seem at breakfast?”
“From what I could ascertain, he was a little ill at ease, but not frightened.”
“And how did you arrive at this conclusion?”
“Just from things he said. He didn’t seem afraid of the other guests. It seemed more that he didn’t want anyone to know he was here than it was the fear of what the consequences might be if anyone found out.”
I dismissed Longworth and instructed Lou to get Longworth’s wife.
“So, Cy, I’m to be Archie Goodwin to your Nero Wolfe.”
Lou referred to the fact that Nero Wolfe seldom left his home and Archie Goodwin ran Wolfe’s errands and brought people to see Wolfe if a telephone call alone wouldn’t do the trick. 
Lou left and returned with Mrs. Longworth. After a series of questions, she was less help than her husband. She claimed she had never seen the victim prior to his checking in.  I wondered if that was the truth, or a rehearsed lie. Maybe I should’ve kept the Longworths apart while Lou and I waited on back-up.
 
+++
 
I questioned both chefs, the handyman, and the maid, but came up with nothing. Antoine, the chef, admitted knowing Longworth, which helped him secure the job, but claimed he didn’t know the deceased. Michael, the sous chef, answered an ad, and knew neither man. Mr. and Mrs. Mitchuson, the handyman and maid, were local, answered a newspaper ad, and won the jobs after a trial period. As with the two chefs, part of the amenities the Mitchusons received were free room and board. The Mitchusons didn’t own a home and were happy to comply with the Longworth’s desire for the help to live on the premises. 
I sat in the interrogation room, looked over at Lou.
“So, Lou, what do you think?”
“Well, if he was poisoned, it looks like we have a short list of suspects, and we have all of them gathered under one roof. Looks like we’re off to a good start.”
“I’m not sure about a good start, but we have them all gathered. What do you think of the ones we’ve questioned so far?”
“I think the Mitchusons are legit. I’m not sure about the others.”
“I agree, but Michael seemed to be telling the truth. The Longworths and Antoine acted like they have something to hide. The question is what.”
“I wish I knew.”
“So here’s where we are now. Some of the staff needs more looking into, and we still have three guests to question.”
“Three?”
“Yes, three. There’s no way I plan to question my next-door neighbor. But I can keep her sequestered in her room until the case is solved.”
“Wonder how long that’ll take, Cy?”
“I don’t know. Sometimes it takes years to solve a murder.”
The two of us laughed, even though both of us knew that neither of us would be satisfied if the case dragged on. 
“Okay, Louie, it’s time to inconvenience the guests. Round up the usual suspects.”
My partner laughed at my reference to the movie Casablanca, then turned toward the door. Our job wasn’t finished. It had barely begun. 
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We agreed that the last would be first and Lou traipsed off to locate Tony McArthur. He came in all smiles, and eager to help in any way he could, no matter why we wanted him.
“Mr. McArthur, I’m Lt. Dekker, and this is Sgt. Murdock.”
“I know, you introduced yourself when you flew from that dining room chair, and the sergeant told me his name on the way down. I assume you have questions for me. By the way, I got here late. How am I supposed to answer these questions?”
“Excuse me?”
“I mean I didn’t get any lines. Am I supposed to answer your questions as they apply to Tony McArthur?”
“Isn’t that who you are?”
“Yeah.”
“Well, then it would be hard to answer them as someone else, wouldn’t it? Shall we begin?”
McArthur motioned for me to go ahead. 
“Mr. McArthur, tell me a little bit about yourself.”
“I’m tall.”
“Very good. I’d never have known if you hadn’t told me. Actually, I don’t think of you as tall, just not short. But let’s press on. What brought you to the inn tonight?”
“I have an MG sitting outside. It’s a treasure. When daylight comes, I’ll have to show it to you. That is, if you want to see it.”
I smiled at his remark. A little humor helps a murder investigation go a long way. 
“Let’s try this again, Mr. McArthur. Why did you come to the inn?”
“Same reason as everyone else. I want to be part of the cast when Longworth begins rehearsals for his next play.”
“So, you know Longworth?”
“I’m still acting as Tony McArthur? Right, Lieutenant?”
“Mr. McArthur, you’re tempting my patience.”
“You’re great at acting perplexed.”
Perplexed wasn’t the word for it. I wanted to pick up a gun and shoot him.
“Let’s get back to the questions. Are you an actor, Mr. McArthur?”
“I’d like to think so. What do you think, Lieutenant?”
“Did I mention my gun is loaded and my gun and I have a hair trigger? I’ve been known to shoot and ask questions later.”
“Hey, that’s good, Lieutenant. I think you’ll get the part.”
“And I’m about to assign you the part of the next victim. So tell me about your acting experience.”
“Well, the only things that interested me growing up were plays and movies. If my high school had booked a movie tryout instead of a play, I might be in Hollywood as we speak. But, instead we put on the play Arsenic And Old Lace. Are you familiar with it, Lieutenant?”
“I saw the movie. I don’t like plays.” 
Ordinarily, I’m not as straightforward when talking to someone about my likes and dislikes, but this guy needed to take a hit.
“I can tell, Lieutenant,” McArthur answered, laughing as he said that. “But anyway, with no agents knocking on my door to offer me the lead in the next big movie, I tried out for the school play. Guess which part I got?”
“Knowing you as I do, I’d say Uncle Teddy.”
“Bravo, Lieutenant. Teachers who’d been at the school for many years and had seen other classes perform the same play told me I was the best Teddy they’d ever seen. What do you think of that, Lieutenant?”
“Well, I think you had an unfair advantage.”
“What do you mean by that?”
“You were crazy to start with. You didn’t have to act.”
“You mean you heard about the teachers’ bodies they couldn’t find later?”
“What about after high school?”
“Well, I dated on weekends, if that’s what you mean.”
“Listen, Numbskull, did you ever graduate, and if so, did you find any other crazy parts?”
“You know it, Lieutenant. I played the psycho in Wait Until Dark and the husband in Dial M For Murder. But just so you know I have range, I played Professor Harold Hill in The Music Man.” 
“Have you ever acted in one of Longworth’s plays here at the inn?”
“Well, it wasn’t exactly an inn at the time, but yeah, and although I could never get the leading part, I was usually one of the main actors.”
“Who usually got the lead?”
“Carter Thornton usually played the hero. Arthur Rothschild often played the villain, but sometimes played the hero. Most of the time I was next in line.”
“Why did you choose to act here instead of somewhere else where you could’ve played the lead?”
“Sometimes I did, but I felt that to get a feel for the entire production a person needed to play all types of parts. Sometimes, when I wasn’t in a scene, I’d hang out with whoever was in charge of lighting, or sound, or find out what needed to be done to move from one scene to the next.”
“Now that I know a little more about you, let’s get back to the present. Did you know anyone else at the table tonight?”
“Not that I know of.”
“Not even Mrs. Longworth?”
“No. Longworth hasn’t been married that long. I lost track of him for a while. It was during that time he got married.”
“So none of the other guests looked familiar?”
“Well, they did and they didn’t.”
“What do you mean by that?”
“You know how actors are. Once they get in costume and makeup and get in character, if they are good it’s hard to recognize them.”
“So, you think that everyone at the table tonight is an actor?”
“Well, not the Longworths.”
“Tell me, Mr. McArthur, do any of these names sound familiar; Arthur Plankton, Isabel Dukenfield, Heloise Humphert, or Myles Mycroft?”
“None of them.”
“Mr. McArthur, when you came in tonight, why did you sit where you did?”
“Well, I didn’t want to sit by myself, and pardon me for saying this, but I didn’t want to sit by those two ugly women on the other side of the table, so I just decided to squeeze in where I could.”
“Right next to the deceased.”
“Well, I didn’t know he was going to be the deceased at the time. Remember, I got here late. I didn’t know what Longworth planned.”
I figured time would tell if that first statement was right. I didn’t understand the second one, so I decided to press on.
“So tell me, why were you so late getting to the inn tonight?”
“I’ve been out of town, trying out for a play. The snowstorm delayed my flight back, and I just got in town an hour or so before I walked in the door and saw you at the dining room table.”
“Where were you, and when did you leave?”
“I was in Chicago, well, a suburb of Chicago, at a dinner theater. It’s a well-known dinner theater, so the part paid more than most theaters of that type. When you’re an actor, you go for whatever you can get, as long as it pays, and as long as it doesn’t go against your principles, provided you have principles. Some actors don’t. But then, you know about all that.”
I motioned for him not to editorialize and get back to my question. 
“I left Hilldale Wednesday afternoon, caught an early flight out yesterday morning, and auditioned last night. This morning I found out I got the part, but rehearsals don’t start for a few weeks. I flew back this afternoon, and, like I said, I got in about an hour before you saw me. I didn’t even go to my apartment to change, since it was so late. I don’t mind the road out here in the daytime, but I don’t like to drive it at night. I came on anyway, because any job working with Sidney Longworth is a good one to have.”
“That will be all, Mr. McArthur. But please don’t leave the inn.”
“I wouldn’t think of it. How do you think we did?”
“Excuse me?”
“Well, I think you did great. Sounded like a real cop. And that guy who fell over in his food was so good, if I hadn’t known everyone here was an actor, I would’ve thought he was really dead.”
“Mr. McArthur, I don’t know what in the world you’re talking about.”
“I assume this little charade had something to do with tryouts for Longworth’s next play. See, as you know, I came in late, so I didn’t have time to find out what my lines were.”
“Mr. McArthur, let me assure you that I’m no actor. I’m Lt. Dekker of the Hilldale Police Department, and this is Sgt. Murdock. The man who fell over into his dessert is quite dead. He may or may not be an actor, but, believe me, he wasn’t acting.”
“You’re not kidding, are you?”
“I’m as serious as I can be.”
With that revelation McArthur turned quite pale. 
When he regained his composure, I dismissed him and told him to return to his room.
I looked at Lou and shook my head. 
“What’s with that guy?”
“Well, he’s an actor. Maybe he thought all of us were acting, or maybe he’s playing his part of the murderer quite well.”
I wanted to question the other guests. We were down to Arthur Plankton and Isabel Dukenfield. I sent Lou to get Plankton.
 
+++
 
I sat in my chair wondering what was taking Lou so long to return with the next suspect. I was about ready to send out a search party when my grim-faced partner returned. 
He was out of breath, so I spoke first. 
“So, where’s Plankton?”
He braced his hands against the table, wheezed a little longer, then responded. 
“Beats me. I knocked on his door, but he didn’t answer. When he didn’t respond to my second knock, I located Longworth, who reluctantly gave me a key. I motioned for Longworth to stay put and climbed the stairs to search for our missing man. He wasn’t in his room. I checked everywhere, including the shower. I found George, and he has organized a search party. We’ve already checked all the exits. There were no footprints outside of any of the doors.”
I motioned for Lou to sit down while I pondered the situation. Was Plankton our murderer, or our second victim? I knew that eventually we’d find out. 
The sergeant and I talked for a couple of minutes and decided to interrogate Isabel Dukenfield, instead of waiting for Plankton. Lou left to locate her. A few minutes later, he returned, again out of breath, but this time giving me the peace sign.  I had never known him to voice an opinion for or against the war, so the peace sign was out of character for him. I waited an eternity for my friend to breathe normally, and then found out the peace sign was no peace sign.  He meant our missing person total had grown to two. The little old lady was nowhere to be found. 
“This place is beginning to resemble the Bates Motel. Guests check in, but they don’t check out.”
“I thought that was the Roach Motel. Anyway, maybe that has something to do with the message I received this morning, ‘Ford Theater and the Bates Motel.’”
“Does that mean that one of our missing persons can be found in the auditorium and the other one is the guilty party?”
“Well, neither one of them is in the shower spewing chocolate syrup all over the place, so I guess the auditorium is the next place to look.”
I caught my partner’s reference to chocolate syrup and wondered how many other people knew that Alfred Hitchcock used chocolate syrup to simulate blood in the shower scene in Psycho. Right then, it didn’t matter. As far as we knew, no one had been stabbed. Nor had our first victim been shot like Lincoln.  
We didn’t know what to think. I wondered if our changing circumstances meant that our case was growing easier, or harder. We were rapidly running out of suspects with no confession in sight.
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As we pondered how to proceed, Lou informed me that George and his men were searching the common areas first. Even with all the seats in the auditorium, it was easier to search the four rooms in the common areas than to search all the empty sleeping rooms. I say four rooms, because there was no need to search the sitting room or the dining room. There were no walls and both were within sight of Officer Davis’s post at the front door. 
A few minutes later someone knocked at the conference room door. I tossed aside any thoughts to the murderer giving himself or herself up, or that one of the two guests we were trying to locate had arrived to make our job easier. Lou opened the door and invited a police officer inside. 
“Lieutenant, we’ve found Plankton. He was in the pool, sir.”
“Taking a little swim?”
The officer smiled, nervously. 
“With his clothes on. He’s dead, sir.”
Lou and I accompanied the officer to the indoor pool and saw the body lying at the bottom. I informed George that Mrs. Dukenfield was also missing, and asked him to disperse his team to look for her. As we spoke, two officers stripped to dive into the pool to retrieve Plankton’s body. Before they finished, I dashed to the phone to call Frank Harris. Upon recognizing my voice, he spoke.
“Cy, the body just arrived, and they’re preparing it for me now. You didn’t expect anything this soon, did you?”
“No, I was just curious as to whether or not two autopsies take twice as long as one.”
“Don’t tell me you found another body.”
“No, someone else found it. You want to run out here and check it out. This one was found in the pool. With his clothes on.”
“Okay, I’ll be right out. Of course you realize this’ll hold me up from getting you the autopsy results.”
“No problem, Frank. I don’t expect anything before morning, anyway. And by the way, one of the other guests is missing. If you take your time I might have a third body for you before you get here.”
 
+++
 
I questioned Officer Davis. No one had gone up or down the front stairs since he arrived. At least, no one except police officers. From his post at the front door, he couldn’t see whether or not someone left his or her room and escaped down the back hall. If he’d been looking up the stairs, which he admitted he hadn’t done the entire time, it would’ve been impossible for someone to have darted by, hurried down the hall, and walked down the back stairs. But since Officer Davis was more concerned about the front door, and paid little attention to the second floor, someone could’ve retreated via the back stairs. Regardless of whether or not Officer Davis had focused his attention on the stairs, someone could’ve crawled down the corridor and not been seen by him. To his credit, Officer Davis admitted to spending part of his time in a comfortable chair near the front door. He was certain no one had left through that door, but couldn’t confirm anything else.
Knowing that Frank Harris couldn’t make good time driving the road to Precipice Point on a wintry night, Lou and I caught up with George and some officers in the library. 
No Professor Plum. No candlestick. No Isabel Dukenfield. The room contained an elongated table, long enough to seat twenty people. At one end of the room, we saw computers, something I knew nothing about. Neither Lou nor I had ever used a computer, despite friends and colleagues urging us to do so. Easy chairs stood in three of the four corners of the room. Well, not exactly in the corners. Chairs were far enough removed from the corners that even a well-fed person like me could squeeze behind them without inhaling, in order to peruse the books that lined the mahogany bookcases that surrounded the room. Books were divided into categories. Engraved plates were affixed to eye-level shelves to help someone like me identify the subject of each section of books. There were classics, mysteries, and oversized books resplendent with pictures, but most of the shelves contained the works of great playwrights. Lou hovered near the classics, but there was nothing there for me. Someone had forgotten to include books containing The Far Side cartoons. After scanning the room and realizing there was no body in the bookcase, and no one hiding under the table, we scratched the library from our list and strolled to the auditorium nearby. 
Once inside the auditorium, we dispersed. Not wanting to tackle the stage or the balcony, I selected two officers to check out those seats. I walked the aisles, looking for hands or feet sticking out from under a seat, or for blood running downhill to the orchestra pit. By the time we’d concluded that no one other than Hilldale’s finest inhabited the auditorium at that moment, I looked at my watch. Lou and I would wait in the sitting room until Frank Harris arrived. No one had mastered the art of sitting quite like the two of us. The others were to continue the search of all downstairs rooms, except for the staff’s quarters. Lou and I would search those rooms provided we hadn’t found the old lady by the time we’d searched all the guest rooms upstairs.  
 
+++
 
We waited for Frank so that we could guide him to the latest victim. At least it was the latest victim of which we were aware. The first murder deprived us of our late night snack, but judging by our evening meal, we weren’t deprived. Just malnourished. But I was prepared for just such an occasion. I had not stashed all of my Hershey Almond bars in my room. I had some in my coat pocket and was about to lower that total by one almond and a miniscule bit of chocolate. I was sure more almonds and chocolate would succumb to my hunger before Frank returned. I looked over at Lou just as he attempted to guzzle another round of M&Ms and laughed when one escaped to the nether reaches of the couch. He thought for a moment, and then decided to leave it for the next person on a treasure hunt. Unless he ran out of candy before Frank arrived. I heard two vehicles pull up before I had polished off my first candy bar. Too bad our medical examiner was so punctual. Evidently he wanted to get to the body before rigor did.
Lou and I met Frank at the door. 
“Well, Cy, have you and Lou been here waiting patiently ever since you phoned?”
“You know it, Frank.”
He laughed. 
“Well, it looks like you were hit by a small piece of chocolate while you waited,” he said as he pointed to the edge of my mouth.
I looked over and noticed Officer Davis smiling at my expense. I would get even with him later. I turned with a response to Frank’s retort. 
“All this searching wore us out. Lou and I needed something to give us enough strength to go on looking for bodies.”
“Take your time looking. My wife wants to see me before spring.”
We were on our way to the pool when George intercepted us.  His men had finished the first floor and found a second conference room, but found nobody and no body. He told his men they could rest in the sitting room until Lou and I returned. I had the only passkey that would open each door in the inn, and I didn’t want to ask Longworth for a second key. I wanted to know what cards I held before I encountered him again. 
It was 11:00 o’clock before Frank left with the second body. I told him to go on and we’d call with information about the third body shortly after he returned to the morgue.
 
+++
 
Lou and I offered to search the few rooms in our wing, allowing George Michaelson and his boys to rest a while longer. I knew George had already put in a full day before I called him, so he, for one, would relish the time off his feet. 
We had to check every room, and that meant every room. I decided to get a certain room over with first. I knocked on the door, and became quickly disappointed. Not only was Heloise Humphert in her room, she was coherent. Well, as coherent as she is any other time. When she discovered it was me, she yanked the door open and grinned.
“Oh, Cyrus, I knew you’d come. I told Twinkle Toes you’d come, and you didn’t disappoint me.” 
“Miss Humphert, I don’t have time for you or Muffy right now. The woman who sat next to you at dinner has disappeared. We have to find her.”
“If I disappear, Cyrus, will you come looking for me?”
“Of course, it would be my job to find you, but you can’t disappear now. I’m too busy with other things. You must stay in your room.” 
I failed to mention how much time would elapse before I went looking for her, but she didn’t need to know everything.
“But Cyrus, Twinkle Toes has to do her business.”
“Your room has a balcony. Let her go out there.”
“But I think she has to go the other way now.”
“How about if I find a rope, then we can tie it around her neck and drop her to the ground? As I lower her, I’ll yank the rope a few times to see if she’s still there.”
“Cyrus, you’ve offended Twinkle Toes. See how crestfallen she looks.”
In a weak moment I agreed to send Lou to take Twinkle Toes for a walk. That would even things for his letting Heloise Humphert know which room was mine. I reminded him that dogs respond better if you walk them near the edge of a cliff in the dark. He let me know that wouldn’t happen unless the leash was a lot longer than he thought it was. As it turned out, my partner merely opened the side door, stepped out a few feet, and informed the dog she had two minutes. 
 
+++
 
Lou and I had finished checking all the front rooms when George raced up the steps. From his hurried manner, I expected at least two more bodies. 
“Cy, it’s Frank. He needs to talk to you.”
Reluctantly, I took George’s phone. 
“Frank, so nice of you to call to let us know you got home okay.”
“I wish I could go home. Cy, I was right when I told you I might have a surprise for you. We’ve got a problem here.”
“What’s the matter? Your chainsaw quit working?”
“No, it’s about the victim. The first one.”
“You mean he isn’t dead?”
“Oh, he’s dead all right.”
“Then what’s the problem.”
“This guy isn’t who you think he is.”
“You mean he isn’t Myles Mycroft?”
“I don’t know about that. He doesn’t have any I.D. on him.”
“Then, I don’t understand. I don’t really know anything about him other than his name is supposed to be Myles Mycroft. Come to think of it, the name does sound made up.”
“What I mean is the guy’s wearing makeup.”
“You mean he’s a fairy?”
“I don’t know about that. I mean he’s wearing actor’s makeup. Actually, it’s more like fake skin, false teeth, and hair that isn’t his own.”
“I know lots of people who wear hair and teeth that aren’t their own, but that doesn’t make them fairies.”
“Forget the fairy stuff, will you, Cy. I mean, was there some reason this guy’s disguised?”
“Maybe he’s an actor. But why would he wear makeup unless this whole thing’s a play?” 
I thought for a moment, wondering if maybe this was a play, and Lou and I were the suckers sent here by someone from the department, who would see that we remember this moment from now on. I remembered that Tony McArthur acted like everything was part of a play. 
“Come clean, Frank. Is he really dead, or is all this a joke?”
“It’s no joke, at least not to the dead guy over there. I’ll see what I can find out, and when I get all the makeup off him, we’ll see if you or anyone else can identify him. By the way, I think the second guy was made up, too.”
Could it be that my next-door neighbor, the one who needed a new face more than anyone, was the only one other than Lou and me who came wearing no disguise? I pondered what Frank’s comments meant. The guy was dead. Both guys were dead. I scratched them off the suspect list. But the list was dwindling. The only guest we had left, other than my next-door neighbor, was missing. Could that missing old lady be responsible for murdering two men, and whether she did or not, where was she? 
 
+++
 
I stopped my woolgathering when I noticed a passel of policemen looking at me. All would rather have been home in a nice warm bed than hunting for murder suspects. 
“Okay, men, there’s only one passkey. We’ve checked the entire inn, except for guest rooms and employees’ quarters. It’s almost midnight. Let’s check the rooms in the back.  To save time, I’ll walk down the hall and open each door. As I unlock a door, one of you will check out each room. Remember to check the shower and under the bed. We should have this knocked out in no time.”
Since we didn’t interrupt those checking the food for poisons and the three men guarding the front door, I soon found myself with no officer beside me. I unlocked a door and stepped inside. The room was nicely furnished, and quite different from my own, both in color scheme and type of furniture. I knew little about decorating, but I knew enough to know that Longworth had spared no expense decorating any of the rooms. I had finished checking the room and was closing and locking the door when one of the men ran up to me. 
“Lieutenant, did you say that no one is staying in any of these rooms?”
“That’s right, Son.”
“Well, while there was no one in the room I checked, I believe someone is staying in it. There’s a suitcase, clothes hanging up, and personal items scattered in the bathroom.”
“Let me see the room.”      
The young officer led me to the room in question. While the bed was made, it was obvious someone had been staying in the room. At least, someone’s belongings were in there. All that I could tell was that it was a man. I wondered who it could be, since Mr. Longworth told us none of the back rooms were occupied. Could someone have been using the room without his knowledge? Could it have been the murderer, who may not even be registered? If so, how could he have gotten in? 
By 12:30, we’d finished checking all the rooms off the middle and back hallway. There was no one in any of the rooms, and none of the other rooms contained evidence that they had been occupied recently. 
 
+++
 
All of us were tired from working so late. I made a decision. I would open rooms for each of them to get some rest. Each room contained an alarm clock. I told each man to set the alarm for 6:00, except for those who would relieve the men guarding the doors. George arranged a schedule where, every two hours, each man would be relieved from guard duty, in order to get some rest. We would reconvene by the front desk at 6:30. 
Lou stopped by my room to rehash the case before retiring for the night. 
“What do you make of all this, Lou?”
“It’s too early for me to tell.”
“Okay, let’s take a minute to talk about what we know. Maybe if we sleep on it we can solve it in our sleep.”
“Provided the murderer doesn’t break into our rooms in the middle of the night.”
On that cheery thought, I continued. 
“We have two people murdered and another one missing. As far as we can tell, our murderer is someone who works at the inn, Tony McArthur, or Isabel Dukenfield, who may be living or dead.”
“If that’s our total suspect list, then it looks like we can narrow our lists of suspects to one.”
“How’s that, Lou?”
“Well, Cy, someone traipsed through the snow to leave you a note this morning. Everyone but McArthur was here at the inn this morning, and there was no break in the snow when we arrived. Only McArthur arrived after we did.”
“Which will present a magnanimous problem if we learn that McArthur really was in Chicago at the time the footprints were left.”
“I know the person who wrote the note acted like he was one person acting alone, but could it be we have two people working together, and one of them has an alibi while the other one is wreaking havoc?”
“The problem is that we’re having trouble coming up with one suspect without an alibi. How in the world are we going to come up with two?”
“Well, we can always pin it on your next-door neighbor. She could’ve left the note, and she did arrive after we did.”
“Is there any way we can implicate the dog, too?”
Lou and I found out something a long time ago. It’s important to take your job seriously, but if you take it too seriously, it can be your downfall. Even in the most stressful of moments we take time for levity whenever possible. We laughed at the good sergeant’s suggestion, realized we’d gotten nowhere, and went to bed. Maybe we’d solve the murder in our sleep. 
 
+++
 
Tired, I dosed off quickly. As is usually the case when I’m exhausted after working hard during a murder investigation, I began to dream. I was sitting at the inn’s dining room table. I looked around the table. Everyone else at the table had fallen into their soup. Mrs. Longworth stood beside me, and spoke.
“Now, Lieutenant, you must eat your arsenic soup before it gets warm.”
I pushed her away and ran. Mrs. Longworth ran after me, sloshing the soup as she bore down upon me. I turned a corner, found a door, and yanked at the knob. It opened, and I followed the steps that led down. The steps continued to lead down, and finally I heard a sound, as if someone were digging. I could see a faint light in the distance. As I descended the light grew stronger. I reached the bottom step and turned right, the only way I could turn. I froze as I encountered Longworth, shovel in hand. 
“Come, come, Lieutenant. Let me measure you for your grave. You are so much larger than the others. You and the sergeant. Hurry! I must get everyone buried before the next guests arrive.”
I screamed and woke. I found myself under the bed, batting a house slipper at a table leg. I slid from under the bed and made a mental note that next time I would ask for a room with beds closer to the floor. But would that help? Maybe I should seek safer work. Was it too late for me to become an engineer? 
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Shortly after I went to bed for the second time, a terrible noise woke me. I sat up, looked in the direction of the awful sound. It seemed to come from a little box that had lights on the front that showed 6:00. I fumbled with the buttons, got the noise to stop. I contemplated turning over and going back to sleep, then pictured angry men with a passkey lining the sides of my bed, contemplating murder. I hoisted myself from my comforter, and stumbled to the bathroom. Thankfully, my eyes had not adjusted to the new day, so I didn’t look as bad as I expected. I splashed water on my face, rinsed my eyes, and suddenly, I looked worse. I shed my pajamas and stepped into the shower. I had just enough time to take a shower, pray, and read my daily devotional book before I met the others. I thought of Lou. I know that he does a Bible study booklet assignment every morning that takes close to an hour. I knew he wouldn’t miss a morning. Lou had set his alarm for sometime before 6:00. 
 
+++
 
As I walked down the steps George Michaelson walked toward me. 
“Our keeper has been kept long enough. He wants to know if he can get back to business as usual. Also, the SOC team finished in the kitchen. None of the food was poisoned, and they found no poison anywhere in the area.”
“Evidently, they didn’t check that stuff Lou and I ate last night.”
I wondered where the poison had come from, provided the deceased had been poisoned. Evidently, whoever poisoned these two men kept the poison secured somewhere in his or her room, provided that there was any poison left. It would be easy for someone to throw a container of poison over the cliff, if he had no further use for it. A person with a good throwing motion could possibly heave a bottle from the roof. As far as I could tell, if someone brought poison and no longer had any of it, he or she would’ve had to have tossed it from the roof or washed it down the sink. I made a note to check for evidence as we continued our search for Mrs. Dukenfield. 
George stood there as I pondered the situation. When I made eye contact again, he knew I was through for the moment. I excused myself, walked behind the counter, and knocked on the door of the Longworth’s private quarters. Longworth opened the door, and I opened my mouth before he could open his. I kept him abreast of the situation. At least as much as I wanted to tell him. I let him know that another guest was missing, and a second body had turned up. I cushioned the blow by letting him know that the SOC team were through in the kitchen, so it was okay for the chef to go back to work. It was difficult not to choke on those words. I asked him about extras at breakfast. He agreed to serve everyone, and bill the city. Then, I told him we would need to search the living quarters of each of the inn’s staff. I explained that it wouldn’t take long. We were merely looking for bodies, dead or alive. I didn’t tell him about vials of poison. I allowed Longworth to let each person know that we needed to search all the premises. I didn’t want to walk in on Mrs. Longworth, just in case breakfast would be an improvement over dinner. I instructed him that Miss Humphert needed to be served in her room. Miss Humphert and McArthur were the only guests who had been located alive who weren’t members of the police department. I wanted to keep one for a suspect, and one for a victim, but wanted to allow Frank to catch up on his autopsies before I fed him another body. I asked that Miss Humphert’s server make her aware of her restriction, and that they find something that the dog could eat. I refrained from recommending the previous night’s leftovers. 
With that chore completed, I assembled the troops. We would do a visual check of the outdoors from each of the doors and windows. If Mrs. Dukenfield was not found in some of the staff’s quarters, we would do an outdoor search after breakfast, footprints, or no footprints. But first, I caught up with Longworth and asked him directions on how to get to the roof. It would be our first adventure after breakfast. Well, our first adventure after we checked the staff’s quarters.
 
+++
 
A search of the staff’s quarters indicated nothing, except the neatness or messiness of each person. No extra people inhabited any of the rooms. No bodies were found stuffed in the closet.  I assumed  there  were  no drugs or poisons. Our hurried search didn’t include squeezing all the toothpaste out of each tube. Nor did we cut open each mattress. 
A second indoor search after breakfast revealed nothing. Daylight was upon us, and it was time to wrap up and search outside. But first, we would tackle the roof. 
As it turned out, what we thought was an upstairs closet was our pathway to the roof disguised as a closet. Were there other methods of disguise inhibiting our progress? One at a time we pushed away the clothes hanging in the pseudo-closet and climbed the stairs. I led the way and took my time doing so. At the top of the stairs, I encountered a door, which was locked. I shined my flashlight on the door and discovered that only a hook prevented me from opening it. I sprung the hook, opened the door, and stepped out into the icy climate. Before I did so, I noticed that the walkway had been shoveled clean. No snow. No footprints. No clues. 
I walked at once to the parapet, leaned over and perused the expansive area. Being up high increased our ability to see over the cliff, but we were neither high enough nor close enough to the cliff to see all the way to the bottom. If we hadn’t been in the middle of a murder investigation, I’d have taken time to enjoy the view. There’s just something beautiful about a snow-covered world as long as you don’t have to drive through it. But in a manner of speaking, we did have to drive through this snow-covered world, and we had a murder to solve. Maybe we could come back in the spring, if no one has been murdered, to enjoy the view.
I stepped away from the parapet and led our team. We walked around lemming style and leaned over the side at intervals of twenty or so feet. For the most part, we saw nothing, but at one corner of the house we noticed footprints leading to the edge of the cliff. Only one set of footprints, but they didn’t return. I hoped our murderer hadn’t committed suicide. It might be hard to prove. Then, another idea struck me. What if someone  had  carried  Mrs.  Dukenfield to the edge of the cliff and thrown her over? But then, if they had, there would’ve been returning footprints. Regardless, because of some misguided individual, a cornucopia of cops would have to trek to the edge of the cliff. One man fell in his dinner. Another one dived to the bottom of a swimming pool. Could it be that a third had plunged to her death? And if so, was I supposed to be getting a message from this? That reminded me. Lou and I hadn’t talked about his message of the day. I would find out that message as soon as I could get him by himself. 
After completing our tour of the roof and finding no more clues, we rushed to the rooftop door to do something about our blue skin. But only for a moment. None of us expected the temperature to rocket before we reached the front door to engage in a tour of the premises. 
 
+++
 
Before we toured the grounds, I accosted Longworth and found out that Manfred had shoveled the snow from the roof on Friday morning, before we arrived. I asked Longworth why Manfred had done it so quickly. He responded that it was because there was a large amount of snow, and the snow had nowhere to go. Heavy snow could cause the roof to collapse. Melted snow could cause leaks. Longworth said it was better to be safe than sorry.
I hastily pulled Lou aside and asked him his clue for the day. 
“North By Northwest.”
“What is this? Hitchcock week? First we get something about the Bates Motel, and now North By Northwest.”
“I don’t’ make them up. I just repeat what I hear.”
“So, He’s started to speak to you.”
“Not out loud.”
“So, what do you think it means? Is an airplane gonna try to dust us off for good in the middle of a corn field?”
“I don’t know. I just hope no one locks the two of us in an upper berth on a train.”
“Those berths aren’t big enough.”
I turned and found several pairs of eyes looking at us. It was time to abate our rhetoric. At least for the time being. Besides, none of my mental pictures from North By Northwest were anything I wanted to keep with me, and it was time to venture outdoors.
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All of us walked out the front door. Half went to the left. Half to the right. Each of us stayed next to the inn and walked around the building until we met the other group. I led one group, George the other. Only my breath preceded me. We trudged along through the deep snow, seeing neither a body nor an escaping human. Our side of the building turned up nothing. Just as I turned to check out the back side, I stopped. A portly sergeant brushed against me. He stepped aside and saw what I saw. I had momentarily forgotten about the footprints heading up the hill to the edge of the cliff. They seemed to come from the wall of the building. Suddenly we had a murderer, or fearful lodger, who could walk through buildings. We stood, waiting on the others. They arrived to see what we’d discovered. They encountered no evidence of anyone on the elevated island until they met up with us. After a moment’s discussion, we followed our lone clue. We walked side-by-side, so that no policeman would be pushed over the cliff by the one behind him. We stopped two feet from the edge of the cliff, and I surmised the situation. A tree grew upward not more than six inches from the cliff. I stood there, stunned, as Officer Davis stepped to the edge of the cliff, leaned forward, and grasped the tree with both hands. It wasn’t something a sane man would’ve done, but then a sane man would never have applied for a position with the police department. 
As I looked around for someone to notify Officer Davis’s next  of  kin,  the  young  man  stepped  back  and  said, “Look, Lieutenant.” Now I wasn’t the only lieutenant there. George was there, too, but Officer Davis didn’t look at George when he said, “Look, Lieutenant.”
I had no choice but to do what Officer Davis suggested. To refuse to do so would earn me the nickname Chicken Little for the rest of my days. Another insane man, this time a chubby one, called out to God for help, then stepped forward and braced himself against the tree. I looked down and said, “Well, I’ll be.” While I knew I wasn’t alone, I wasn’t expecting Lou to tap me on the shoulder and say, “What is it, Cy?” Only the gloves I wore kept me from scraping my hands on the tree as I fell. A couple of seconds later, my feet landed with a thud on a ledge, three feet below the edge of a cliff. My knees buckled, but thankfully my hands still strangled the tree in front of me. I had survived, and I would live long enough to kill a sergeant. If my head hadn’t been visible above the edge of the cliff, I would’ve made the sound so often heard when someone has been pushed from a window of a high rise, a sound that lasts from the time the victim discovers free flight until he or she goes splat on the sidewalk below. I wanted my former friend to worry. Instead, I turned and said the words that scared him almost as much. “Lou, get down here.”
A humble sergeant pointed to himself, as if he was not the only Lou in our enclave. I smiled and nodded, feeling like Oliver Hardy as I did so. I could see my partner visualizing who might receive his badge and gun to remember him by. Lou reached out, wrapped his hands around the tree I had pushed away from, and wondered what to do next. It would take him longer to reach the ledge than it did me. No one tapped him on the shoulder. The first robin of spring arrived before Lou joined me on the ledge. It gave me time to realize what scene from North By Northwest our good Father meant.
Before Lou tapped me on the shoulder as I clutched the tree and looked down, I noticed two sets of footprints on the snowy ledge.  One set led to the cliff wall, the other followed the ledge as it sloped downward and curved around the precipice. After I’d fallen, wiped out a few footprints, and regained my senses, I realized that the footprints that led up against the cliff actually disappeared inside an opening that looked much like a cave.  I surmised that both sets of footprints were left by the same person as a ruse, hoping to confuse us. 
I deduced that I had a slightly better chance of living if I checked out the footprints leading into the cave rather than ones that wrapped around the precipice like the grooves on a screw. I braced myself against the side of the cliff, pulled my flashlight from my pocket, and shined my light inside the cave. No bullets whizzed by my head. No angry bear charged to see who had awakened him. I grew a little bolder and stepped into the opening. I couldn’t see the back of the cave from where I stood. I reported to the others what I had found and told them I would check to see where the opening went. I asked George to send reinforcements if he heard sounds of violence, or if we didn’t return within two minutes. Then, I motioned for Lou to go first. 
The footprints disappeared almost immediately. I suspected that the culprit stomped the snow from his or her feet, before entering the cave, provided someone had actually ventured inside. Lou and I had to bend slightly to step inside. The ground sloped slightly at first, but then leveled out. After a few more feet, the pathway widened until it resembled a room with no stalagmites or stalactites to be found. Hard dirt floors and walls and a cool temperature, but warmer than the temperatures we faced outside. 
By the time our time was up, Lou and I had rejoined the others. We had found three wooden staircases leading upward in various directions. I asked George for six men, and asked him to lead the others around the grounds to see if they could discover anything significant.  Not wanting to be trampled to death, Lou and I stepped inside the cave as each man jumped to the ledge. Each man leaped more gracefully than the two middle-aged men had.  I   chalked that up to preparedness.  Each of them knew that he would be jumping. I had been pushed by an offensive lineman. 
I had each man step inside the cave while I addressed the group. One of the men who joined Lou and me was Officer Davis. It was time to get even with him for what he had done to me. If he hadn’t beckoned me to the edge of the cliff, I wouldn’t have found myself in such a predicament. I instructed Officer Davis and another officer to follow the footprints that hugged the cliff to see where they went. I motioned for the other men to pair off and follow Lou and me inside the cave and six flashlights focused on the path ahead. After a few steps, we stopped in the expansive area Lou and I had found a few minutes earlier. Nearby, to our left, the first staircase rose from the hard dirt floor. It was the steepest of the three staircases. Too steep for Plump and Plumper. I chose two men, told them to take the staircase, but to proceed with caution and venture forth as quietly as possible. The second flight of steps sprang from the middle of the room, much like a beautiful staircase in a stately home. I motioned for the other twosome to mount that edifice. I stood and watched the first two teams go to work. A few seconds before, our flashlights had merged. Now, as we headed off in three directions, the lights more closely resembled a shotgun effect. Satisfied that both twosomes would accomplish their tasks and report back to us in time, Lou and I walked the remaining steps to the last flight of stairs. The gradual sloping of the steps showed me that our climb would be the easiest of the three, but logistics suggested that we would have the greater number of steps to climb. Our path led to the far side of the inn. We had no railings to help us climb, but the climb was as easy as any could be for two men of our magnitude. The steps headed straight at first, then gradually curved to the left. It got to the point when we could see only a few feet ahead of us. If we were to meet anyone on our trek, we wouldn’t surprise them, nor would they surprise us. Even those less mentally gifted individuals know that bobbling flashlights don’t travel alone. 
Lou and I climbed a few stairs, rested until we could breathe normally again, then climbed a few more. 
I leaned forward with both hands just above my knees. I stopped wheezing just as I was about to topple forward. I stood up and almost smiled as I saw my partner in a similar predicament.
Once I could talk, I turned to my friend. 
“Hey, Lou, if we get out of here, do you think they’ll let us in one of those Lamaze classes so we can learn how to breathe while walking up steps?”
“The way you sounded, I could’ve sworn that you’d already attended one of those classes.”
“I don’t know how to break it to you, but you didn’t sound so great yourself.”
“I’ll have you know I breathe just fine as long as you don’t make me exercise my body any more than God intended.”
“So, it’s all my fault. Listen, buddy, I haven’t forgotten who pushed me off that cliff.”
“I didn’t push you. I merely tapped you on your shoulder. I can’t help it if you’re a bit jumpy.”
“We’ll see how jumpy you are. I’ll let you stand on the edge of the cliff next time. Now, are you ready to proceed?”
As we continued our journey, I thought of my second favorite form of exercise. Riding an elevator up and down. At that moment, I would’ve taken my chances on an escalator.
A few days later, we reached a wooden door. The door had a latch, but the latch wasn’t fastened. I put my finger to my lips to insure my partner’s silence, and rested my ear upon the door. I heard nothing from the other side. As far as I was concerned, the door could’ve led anywhere. I merely hoped that it didn’t open on the bottom of the swimming pool. I didn’t want to open the door only to encounter pouring water that would push us down the steps, out the cave entrance, and over the cliff. 
I cracked open the door. A sliver of light entered. No one yanked on the door from the other side. No gun barrel squeezed through the opening. I opened the door the rest of the way, and Lou and I found ourselves in one of the inn’s two garages, the one that housed Lightning. I looked around, noticed that we were alone. Alone with a few vehicles. Immediately, I noticed a difference in the garage from when I had parked Lightning there the day before. On Friday, I parked one space over from where someone had parked a truck. The truck was no longer in the garage. Someone had backed the truck out of the garage, driven down the driveway, and left the inn. Could it have been our murderer?
Because Lou was inside when I parked Lightning, he hadn’t seen the truck, so I let him know that not all the inmates were still at the asylum. We stood there trying to make sense of the situation. As we did so, I spotted George and some other men combing the grounds. I motioned to Lou and we walked to George to tell him our findings, and see if he had anything to report. As we grew abreast of him, the front door of the inn opened and two men rushed toward us, two of the men who tackled one of the other staircases. Their staircase led to the library. There was a button at the top of their staircase. When they pushed the button, the wall opened just like a door and the two men stepped into a vacant library. After they moved through the entrance, the wall of books slid back into place. 
As they related their story, a third duo walked around the corner of the inn. We soon learned that halfway up the third staircase they encountered a panel and a button. They too pushed a button, and when they did so the wall slid away and they found themselves looking out at the footprints that led from the wall of the inn to the edge of a cliff. Realizing that their job was only half done, the twosome continued on up the stairway and found that it ended inside a second floor closet. Could it be the one that led to the roof? Regardless, it explained how someone could’ve sneaked down the second floor hallway, entered the closet, and walked down the staircase which exited at the corner of the building. From that point, it was merely a walk to the edge of the cliff, a drop of three feet, and then a walk up another flight of stairs. Then, someone could’ve entered the garage in the middle of the night, pushed the truck downhill, and refrained from starting it and making any noise until he or she had gained the bridge. But why go to all the trouble of walking out to the edge of the cliff, when it was easier to walk down one set of stairs and up another to the garage? Could it be that there were two people making tracks? Or was someone creating red herrings to make our jobs more difficult? At any rate, a morning check had revealed that everyone was accounted for except Mrs. Dukenfield. Could the old lady have flown the coop? Or did someone do away with her? Maybe someone sent her, truck and all, over the cliff. Eventually, we would find out. 
Another thing bothered me. How could the old lady have known about the closet? She was a guest. Longworth said he didn’t know her. Could someone who worked at the inn have made those footprints instead?
 
+++
 
Only Officer Davis and his companion were left to be heard from. Having had enough of the cold, a passel of policemen reentered the inn. I located Longworth. 
“Mr. Longworth, I want to ask you again, do you know any of the guests who have spent time here this week?”
“None of their names or faces are familiar to me.”
I wasn’t satisfied with that answer. I suspected he was lying, but I had no way to prove it. I pressed on. 
“Mr. Longworth, we are commandeering the library for an undisclosed amount of time. Two of our officers are out on the property. When they return, will you ask them to join us?” 
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I pushed open the library door and stepped inside. The others followed. The two officers who climbed the staircase that led to the library pointed to the section of the bookcase which had parted a few minutes before and allowed them to enter the library. We walked over and searched for a button, a spring, some mechanism that would open the wall from this side. I didn’t think it was relevant to what had happened. Possibly it was the only staircase that hadn’t been used in the middle of the night. I wondered what all of the cloak and dagger stuff meant. Why did someone use the underground passageways? Why did someone leave a note on my windshield to lure me to a soon-to-be-committed murder? Someone liked playing games. Someone liked jerking my chain. 
After a few minutes of trying to find out how someone could leave the library without using the door, we found a recessed button under the table. When we pushed it, one section of the bookcase swung open into the room, just as if someone had opened a door. With that problem solved, we sat down at the table to see if our collective thoughts revealed anything else. 
“Anyone have any ideas as to what has happened here, who did it, and how it occurred?” I asked to open proceedings.
“Only the obvious,” George replied. “Somehow, a woman posing as Mrs. Dukenfield poisoned a couple of other guests,  hid  for  a  while,  and sneaked out in the middle of the night after all of us were asleep or searching rooms in the back of the inn.”
“And what if we find Mrs. Dukenfield dead?” I asked.
“Then it’s up to you to find out which of these other people did her in.”
“Did any of you men on guard duty hear a vehicle running in the middle of the night?”
As I expected, no one had. All but one of the guardsmen were present at that moment. I would put the question to Officer Davis when he returned. Somehow, I didn’t expect him to tell me that the little old lady knocked on the door before she left, asked if anyone needed anything from town, and told him she’d be back sometime the next day.
Further rambles got us no closer to solving the case. Maybe we’d know more after Frank finished the autopsy report. 
 
+++
 
I looked at my watch. We had been in the library almost an hour. Officer Davis and the other officer had not returned. I was concerned. I contemplated asking for volunteers to locate the two men. As I was about to ask, a noise startled us. Most everyone at the table jumped when the bookcase swung open to reveal the two missing policemen. 
“Where in the world have you two been?” I exclaimed, much like an outraged parent whose children had stayed out past curfew. 
“Following the ledge, just like you asked,” Officer Davis replied. “Lieutenant, that ledge spiraled around the mountain much like the markings on a corkscrew. The footprints ended after twenty or thirty steps, but we traipsed on through the snow in order to see where the ledge led. Eventually, it touched down on the ground way below the top of the cliff. There’s a stream down there. Actually, wider and deeper than a stream. We walked around to see if anyone could’ve crossed it, but we found no evidence that anyone had. Satisfied, we reclimbed the hill, only climbing that snowy hill is a lot harder than walking down it. I’m afraid to say that we stopped, out of breath a few times before we arrived at the place where we began. Because of the wet snow, neither of us was able to grab hold of something and pull ourselves back up the cliff. We had no choice but to check out the cave. I don’t mean any offense, Lieutenant, but there’s no way I figured you could’ve climbed back up. I figured you must’ve found a way out in that cave. We found the staircases, and decided to try one of them. This was the first one we tried. I don’t know who was more shocked when that bookcase opened, the two of us or all of you.” 
Everyone laughed at Officer Davis’s remark. 
“Officer Davis, I assume you didn’t see a truck anywhere in your exploits? Like at the bottom of the cliff?”
“No, sir.”
“Did you by any chance hear someone leaving in a truck in the middle of the night, or early this morning?”
“No, Lieutenant. Things were relatively quiet during my shift. Once all of you settled down for the night, the only time I saw another human being was when Officer Downs came to relieve me so I could get some sleep.”
 
+++
 
We left the conference room and returned to the lobby. I could think of no reason to detain the other officers any longer, so I told George that Lou and I could handle things until further notice. As George and I stood talking I could see Longworth trying to get my attention. I excused myself and went to see what Longworth wanted.
“I don’t know if this interests you, or not, Lieutenant, but one of yesterday’s expected guests has arrived.”
“Oh, and who might that be?”
“A Mr. Claude Williams from Peoria, Illinois. Mr. Williams manages a motel in Peoria. He told me he had left the stress of running a motel behind for a few days, plus he plans to see how we run things here.”
“And did Mr. Williams give any reason for arriving late?”
“The weather delayed him.”
I asked for Williams’s room number. After I bid goodbye to my compatriots, I would pay him a visit.
I informed Sidney Longworth that the other policemen were leaving, and as far as he was concerned, it would be business as usual. He asked how long Sgt. Murdock and I would be staying. I told him I didn’t know, but I wanted to retain the conference room for further questioning. He looked nervous and displeased, but said nothing.
 
+++
 
After the uniformed officers left, George asked me if I’d walk out with him. I knew something was on his mind, but not sure what.
We wrapped up and I opened the door and felt the cold air smack us in the face. We stepped out onto the front steps, and I turned to close the door. As I turned back to George, I noticed the smile on his face. I knew I was in for it.
“Cy, I know you know what you’re doing, but I have some advice for you, from one friend to another.”
“Okay, George, get it over with.”
“Well, Cy, I know I’m more of an outdoorsman than you are, so I wanted to help you shore up the areas where you don’t have a clue. The next time you decide to go rappelling off the side of a cliff, would you please use ropes instead of a tree? For a minute I thought we were going to have to send a team down to the bottom to carry your body up.”
“You mean you thought I didn’t know the ledge was there?”
“Cy, that look on your face was real. The last time I saw you that scared was when someone else got the last piece of pie at the policemen’s Christmas dinner a couple of years ago. And if you thought you were scared, you should’ve seen Lou.”
“Do you mean when I fell or when I asked him to join me?”
“Both.”
The two of us laughed, shook hands, and George told me to call him the next time I found myself in a jam. Then, he walked off to that tank he drives, and I turned to go back inside.
 
+++
 
I informed Lou about our new guest and told him that I wanted to question Williams before we reconvened in the library. 
I mounted the steps, walked down the hall until I came to Williams’s room. I knocked, and shortly a man opened the door. He seemed to recognize me, but caught himself and assumed an aloof persona. I introduced myself and asked for a minute of his time. He seemed frightened, but relented, and opened the door for me to enter. Five minutes later I had no more information than I had gathered from Longworth. This one needed watching, but I could think of no reason to detain him any longer, so I excused myself. Maybe I would question him further at lunch. 
I walked out. Lou told me he would meet me in the conference room, so I ambled down the hall to see how we could muddle the case more than we had up to that point. We  hunkered down and started to work. Well, as much as one can hunker down in a conference room.
“Any comments before we start?”
“No, Cy, you start.”
“Okay, let’s look at what we have so far. We have two guests, Miles Mycroft and Arthur Plankton, dead. We don’t know why someone wished to eliminate them. We have another guest, Isabel Dukenfield, missing. It’s possible that she fell over the cliff, and when I check with Longworth to see what kind of vehicle she was driving, we might know whether or not she escaped. We have a third guest, Claude Williams, who came to the inn a day later than he had planned. We have a fourth guest, whose name I do not yet know, who didn’t arrive. Or did he? We have the inns two owners and five employees. Somewhere in this mess we have a murderer. Unless you have something more urgent, I plan to talk to Longworth, get the addresses of each of the guests, and call Sam Schumann to see what he can tell us about them. Also, when I have learned what mode of transportation Mrs. Dukenfield used to get to the inn, I’ll check the garage to see if her vehicle is still there. While she didn’t look like someone who would drive a truck, no other vehicle is missing. Maybe she stole someone else’s transportation. Anything I’m neglecting?”
“The only thing I can think of, Cy, is to find out if Longworth knows who used the room in the back wing that was supposed to be vacant.”
“I had planned to do that. I want to bring Longworth back in here to see what else he’ll tell us. We might learn something more. We might not. But, I want to get him in here and see if additional questions make him nervous. Anything else, Lou?”
“Just that I figured the old lady left either because she is our murderer, or she knows who the murderer is and figured she might be next. Do you reckon Longworth knew all these people and invited them out so he could butcher them?”
“I wouldn’t exactly call these victims butchered. But to answer your question, no, I don’t think Longworth got them here to murder them. I’d think if he were the killer, he would have lured them somewhere where he has no ties.”
“Any possibility that one of the victims was killed by accident? After all, if Frank’s guess is right, the men were poisoned. Could it be that one or the other of them drank or ate something intended for someone else?”
“Maybe we can better answer that question after Frank gets back to us and lets us know how the victims were murdered. It’s possible that both weren’t murdered in the same way. Maybe, Plankton drowned in that pool.”
“Maybe, but somehow I don’t think so.”
“Me either.”
“Oh, one other thing, Cy. Why was Mycroft wearing a disguise, so to speak? Was he afraid of someone here? Was it important for him to be here, but also important that no one recognized him? And is it possible that he and someone else chose this place to have it out, and the other person spotted his disguise and won out?”
“Another good point, Lou, and of course, I don’t know the answer. Let’s go back to the note I received on my car. That person was so sure he or she would get the best of me, but how could he be sure, and which of the people we’ve met best fits the description of someone who’s so sure that he or she will win? Could it be Longworth, who sits here in his castle unafraid of me, or someone else? Or could it be McArthur, who might be playing dumb when he acted like he thought this whole thing was part of a play, or a tryout for one?”
We weren’t getting anywhere sitting on our keisters, so it was time to get to work. I left Lou to question Longworth, but returned after spotting the morning snacks had been set out for the few guests who were left. Even though there was only a few different kinds of unrecognizable cheese squares, healthy-looking crackers, and grapes, I told Lou to grab some so we would have something to eat before tackling our candy. He set out to do that while I cornered Longworth. When we were finished talking, Longworth gave me a list of all the guests and employees of the inn.  All the employees lived at the inn. He provided the guests’ addresses. I also had him write down the time that each guest registered. The inn didn’t ask for car license numbers, and he had no idea what Isabel Dukenfield drove. I thanked him. I would question him more later, as well as each of his employees. Maybe I would learn something new. 
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While Lou made a couple of trips to the conference room, I ran to my room and called Sam Schumann. Anytime I had any leg work that needed to be done, Sam was my man. No one in the department looked less conspicuous and could gather more information than Sam Schumann.
“This is Sam I Am, dining on green eggs and ham.”
“Sounds better than the stuff I’ve been eating.”
“Well, good morning, Cy. Don’t tell me you’ve gone on a diet.”
“Bite your tongue!”
“I take that as a ‘no,’ and I take your phone call to mean you have some urgent business you want me to tend to.”  
“That’s the reason I never settle for anyone less than the best. Sorry, to bother you, Sam, but I’m in the middle of another murder case, and I have some people I want you to check out. Are you ready to write?”
“Ready when you are.”
“Okay, see what you can find out about the following people: Miles Mycroft of Missoula, Montana; Isabel Dukenfield of Dubuque, Iowa; Claude Williams of Peoria, Illinois; Tony McArthur from here in town, and Allan Halliday of Goldsboro, North Carolina. All of these people are, were, or were supposed to be guests at the Overlook Inn out at Precipice Point, where the murders took place. Also, check on Sidney and Estelle Longworth, the proprietors of the inn, and their employees. Start with the guests, and get back to me as soon as possible. Lou and I are at the inn trying to solve this case.”
“I’ll get back with you soon as I can with as much as I can. It might be Monday before I can get you a lot of details, but I should be able to find out a little about these people today.”
I hung up and jogged downstairs to Lou. Actually, I didn’t jog, but lumbered, even though my trek was downhill, and I kept my hand on the rail to keep from getting downstairs too fast. I wasn’t anxious to set any records, or for a doctor to reset any of my bones. The only difference in up and down to me is that I wheeze more and I stop and rest more when going up. I am more gifted in the art of reclining or sitting; although some people would take issue that you need talent for those.
I could see that Lou didn’t wait on me. His plate was half empty, but he hadn’t touched mine. At least I don’t think he had. It wouldn’t matter anyway. It wasn’t like it was a spread at the Blue Moon.
 I told Lou what I had, which wasn’t much. We would check with Manfred Mitchuson to see if he remembered what kind of car Isabel Dukenfield drove. I told Lou I would wait until we had Longworth out of his comfort zone before we tackled the question of who occupied the room in the back. We finished our snack with no new inspirations, licked our fingers clean after eating chocolate to get the fruit and cheese taste out of our mouths, and sent Lou to get Longworth.
I thought our luck might have changed when Lou returned with Longworth in tow. At least the owner wasn’t dead or missing. That was good, since I had already dismissed the bevy of bloodhounds. 
“Have a seat, Mr. Longworth.”
“What’s this about, Lieutenant? I already answered all your questions.”
“Well, Mr. Longworth, there’s nothing like a winter getaway to inspire a policeman to come up with more questions. I don’t have many questions for you, but I’d like to know who occupied the room on the back hall. You said none of those rooms were in use.”
“Well, uh, one of our guests requested a room away from everyone, and I decided to accommodate him.”
“Oh, and which guest was that, Mr. Longworth?”
“Uh, the deceased.”
“Which deceased, Mr. Longworth? We have so many dead guys I can hardly count them all.”
“Oh, uh, Mr. Mycroft.”
“And what reason did Mr. Mycroft give for wanting to be away from the other guests?”
“Just that he came to the inn for solitude.”
“But these rooms have such thick walls. Someone’s in the room next to mine, but I haven’t heard any noises coming from that room. And, as I recall, Mr. Mycroft did take his meals with the other guests. Why this reason to be off by himself?”
“I don’t know.”
“Did he mention knowing anyone here at the inn?”
“Knowing anyone?”
“You do know what knowing anyone means, don’t you, Mr. Longworth?”
“Sure, but he never mentioned that he knew anyone.”
“Did you talk to him much?”
“Not too much. I mean I wanted to make him feel welcome, and at the time he checked in he was our only guest.”
“Were any other guests expected when Mr. Mycroft checked in?”
“Yes, everyone except the two of you, and Miss Humphert.”
“Let’s take a look at when everyone checked in. Mr. Mycroft checked in at 10:40 Thursday morning. Mr. Plankton checked in at 2:20 Thursday afternoon. And Mrs. Dukenfield checked in at 4:15 Thursday afternoon. I assume all of them ate dinner together Thursday evening. Is that correct?”
“That’s right.”
“And did you and your wife join that group?”
“We did.”
“Was the meal similar to the one we had last evening, with Justin serving?”
“It was.”
“Tell me, Mr. Longworth. What was the conversation like?”
“My wife and I did most of the talking. Everyone was new to the inn. We spent most of the time telling them about all the inn has to offer and answered any questions any of them had.”
“What questions were those?”
“Oh, the usual. What time the pool and library opened and closed each day. How long before our first play in the auditorium.”
“Yes, Mr. McArthur mentioned that you planned to offer plays to your guests at some point in the near future.”
“He did?”
“Yes, had you talked to him about that? I know he wasn’t present at dinner Thursday night, but he seemed to know that you planned to return to the days of yesteryear with a full compliment of plays.” 
I might have embellished my rendition of McArthur’s comments, but I wanted to see how Longworth responded.
“Well, we do plan to offer plays again, but that will be a ways down the road.”
“I guess Mr. McArthur was mistaken.”
“Maybe just a little overexcited. A lot of people have enjoyed plays at the inn. Are you one of them, Lieutenant?”
“No, Mr. Longworth, I’ve never had the pleasure.”
“Well, when we begin I must be sure to leave four tickets for you and the sergeant. Maybe you would enjoy a Shakespearean comedy, or our rendition of Macbeth.” 
I shuddered at the thought. What would be next? Would he offer us complimentary dinners before the performance?
“Mr. Longworth, I’m just a little curious as to why you haven’t asked about your murdered and missing guests.”
“I assume that information is confidential, Lieutenant.”
“Oh, one other thing, Mr. Longworth. Why didn’t you tell me that the inn has hidden passageways?”
“Now, Lieutenant, we don’t want our guests roaming through those passageways.  They might get hurt.  And could you imagine what our insurance payments would be if we allowed that?”
“I understand that, but why didn’t you tell me about them after you found out I was with the police department?”
“It escaped my mind. Besides, I didn’t think any of our guests would know about them, so I imagined you would have been wasting your time looking for someone there.”
“And you would’ve assumed wrong. I believe it is possible that Mrs. Dukenfield navigated those passageways in order to make her escape.”
Mr. Longworth laughed. 
“Mrs. Dukenfield, that old woman. I don’t want to be disrespectful, but it sounds preposterous.”
“It does to me, too, but there’s no sign of her anywhere on the premises.”
I must have paused too long, for I gave Longworth an opportunity to get something off his chest. 
“Lieutenant, one thing I would like to address. Is it necessary for Miss Humphert to remain in her room?”
“At least until tomorrow. And could you have someone check with her periodically to walk her dog?”
“Of course, Lieutenant, but why must she remain in her room? No one else is confined.”
“For safety reasons, Mr. Longworth.” 
I let him think I meant her safety, when I was really thinking about my own. Maybe safety wasn’t the right word, but I couldn’t tell him it was for my peace of mind. He didn’t know the woman like I did. 
“Well, Mr. Longworth, I think that’ll be all for now. Could you tell me where I can find Mr. Mitchuson?”  
“What could you possibly want with him?”
“Now, Mr. Longworth, if I wanted to tell you that, I would have invited you to stay while I question him. Now, where did you say I could find him?”
“Manfred is probably in his quarters.”
“Thank you, Mr. Longworth. I’ll send Sgt. Murdock with you so you can show him where Mr. Mitchuson’s quarters are.”
A rather displeased innkeeper left, followed by a sergeant. A couple of minutes later, Lou returned with Manfred Mitchuson.
“Hello, Manfred. Have a seat. You don’t mind if I call you Manfred, do you?”
“That’s my name, Lieutenant. Go ahead.”
“Manfred, did you by any chance shovel the snow from the roof on Friday morning.”
“That I did, Lieutenant.”
“Could you tell if anyone had been up there before you?”
“No possibility of that, Lieutenant. Those of us who work here are the only ones who know how to get to the roof, and no one ever goes up there except me.”
“Did you by any chance look out over the parapet while you were up there shoveling?”
“I didn’t have time. I just barely got it finished in time for lunch. Just after that you showed up, and then that woman came. That’s why I didn’t have the drive shoveled before you got here. It takes so long to do the roof. See not only do I have to shovel all the way around the roof, but I have to lift the shovel and throw the snow over the side. Believe me, after doing that a few times my muscles get sore.”
“Yes, I can see where they would. Manfred, I understand that part of your duties at the inn include parking cars and carrying luggage to the rooms. Am I correct?”
“That’s right, Lieutenant. Among other things.”
“Did you by any chance carry Mr. Mycroft’s luggage to his room when he arrived?”
“I did, Lieutenant.”
“That was on the back hallway, away from the other guests?”
“That’s right.”
“Any idea why his room was so far away from the other guests?”
“The missus told me that it was because he and Mr. Longworth had some business to discuss.”
“Any idea what business that was?”
“Well, I hope I’m not talking out of turn. I can’t afford to lose my job.”
“No, it’s okay to tell me. It’s really not all that important, and it is just between us. I’m just curious.”
“My missus says Mrs. Longworth told her that Mr. Mycroft was an actor, and Mr. Longworth was planning on using him when they started featuring plays again.”
“And when is that?”
“Mr. Longworth acted like it would be soon, but with Mr. Mycroft’s death, who knows?”
“Any idea if any of the other guests were here for that reason?”
“Sorry, I can’t help you there.”
“Another question. Did you park Mrs. Dukenfield’s car when she arrived?”
“Aye, that I did.”
“And what kind of car does she drive?”
“Actually, you might be surprised to know she drives a truck. I know I was. As a matter of fact, it looks a lot like the truck that new fellow drove up in this morning.”
“You mean Mr. Williams?”
“I guess that’s his name. I didn’t get it.”
“Well, I’ll have to check his truck.”
“You’ll have to wait until later. He left a few minutes ago.”
“Left? Left the inn?”
“That’s right.”
“Did he check out?”
“I have no idea about that. I just saw him drive away when I looked out the window.”
“And how long ago was this?”
“Twenty or thirty minutes. It wasn’t long after your man here came down the hall with the boss.  I mean I guess it was him. It was a dark-colored truck like his or that old lady’s. I couldn’t see who was driving it.”
I excused Manfred Mitchuson and asked him to send his wife in. While he was away, I called the department to see if they could intercept a dark-colored truck coming from the Precipice Point Road. I didn’t need to give them any more information. There wouldn’t have been more than one truck coming from the inn.
I hung up just as Mrs. Mitchuson knocked. I asked her the same questions I asked her husband, plus asked if she saw anything unusual in any of the rooms as she cleaned them. Her answers matched her husband’s and she saw nothing out of the way.
 
+++
 
With nothing going the way I wanted, I needed a break. It was almost lunch time. Lou and I decided to wait in the sitting room until lunch was served. In the meantime, we would pray that the food would be acceptable. I didn’t have time to run in to the Blue Moon to eat, and they don’t deliver. Well, maybe they would to their two best customers. 
Lou and I sat and ate an uneventful lunch with Tony McArthur. At least he hadn’t disappeared. He looked much less at ease than he did the night before. Could he have something to hide? Or is it merely that he became unnerved when he learned that a murder had been committed?
 
+++
 
As we finished lunch, Longworth informed me that I had a phone call. I told him I would take it in the conference room. The call was from Sam.
“Boy, you’re really quick this time Sam. Maybe I should bother you more often on the weekend.”
“Maybe you shouldn’t. I don’t have much to report.”
“Then why’d you call me?”
“I’ve got this much, Cy. You might be at a dead end. None of those out-of-town people exist. Oh, I don’t doubt that they’re real people, Cy. It’s just that there’s no one matching those names who live in any of those towns. Well, except for McArthur. He lives here in Hilldale, all right.”
“When I found out all those people were wearing disguises, I suspected as much. I think the real people are a little closer to home, like McArthur. I assume you don’t have anything yet on those who work here.”
“Not yet, Cy. You want me to wait until I get everything?”
“You might as well. Thanks, Sam. I’ll talk to you later.”
I hung up, made another call. I wanted to get a fingerprint crew out here to check Claude Williams’s room for prints. Why did a man check in, then leave soon thereafter? Had I scared him? I’d told Longworth that all rooms once occupied by the newly deceased and the recently departed were off limits to anyone, including him, until further notice. He wasn’t pleased, but it wasn’t like he had no vacancies in case a busload of elderly travelers descended upon the inn after leaving Cracker Barrel on their way to some gambling haven. 
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While we waited on the fingerprint crew I talked to McArthur again. I sent the good sergeant to retrieve him. 
“Well, Mr. McArthur. So good to see you again. I suppose you liked your lunch.”
“Not bad. I understand dinner will be even better. We’re having Coquille St. Jacques, and tomorrow night they’re serving chateaubriand.”
Not being a wine drinker, I hoped we were through with this place before tomorrow night. I wondered if chateaubriand was a cheap or expensive wine. It sounded like a red wine, but I hoped that I wouldn’t be there to find out. I planned to ask Betty McElroy when we returned to civilization. In the meantime, I would get the good sergeant to find out what Coquille St. Jacques is. It sounds like Dachshund On a Stick marinated in a white wine sauce.
“Lieutenant, I assume you invited me here for some reason other than to ask me about the food. Otherwise, you could have asked me at the table. After all, we were the only ones there.”
“Sorry, Mr. McArthur, your mention of the menu made me think of something. You mentioned in our previous conversation that you came because you thought Mr. Longworth would soon be having tryouts for a play.”
“We actors think of them as auditions, and yes, I heard that he would soon be scheduling plays. I contacted a former actor just before I left town and asked him if he would be willing to get the word out. I even suggested that it would be fun if some of the guests came in character, in order to perform for Longworth and see if he’d recognize them. That’s the reason I couldn’t be sure if I knew anyone else at the table last night.”
“Who’s the actor you contacted?”
“Arthur Rothschild. He was one of the finest actors in this area until his accident.”
“Accident?”
“Yes, he fell and broke his leg during a production. There aren’t many parts for actors confined to wheelchairs, so Arthur has pretty much retired.”
“Confined to a wheelchair? Most people I know who break a leg recover.”
“Yeah, but Arthur had some complications. He couldn’t get to a doctor to get it set right. Because of that, he has an unbearable pain anytime he puts any pressure on it.”
“Did you talk to him later to see if he passed the word on?”
“I didn’t have time. I was busy the whole time I was in Chicago, and I stopped by my apartment only long enough to get my car. I didn’t even go in, just jumped out of the taxi and hurried around back to get my vehicle. I wanted to make sure I got here in time for dinner. Anyway, if you want to know, just check with Arthur. He lives in the actors’ home, just like the rest of us.”
“The rest of us?”
“Yeah, Oppenheimer Arms. Joseph Oppenheimer was a philanthropist who died a few years ago. He outlived his descendants, and he had always loved the theater, so he gave money to Longworth to reopen the inn and bought a large home which was converted into a apartment building for local actors. If someone cannot afford to pay, they live there rent free. I can afford to pay, but some of the guys who haven’t found much work of late cannot afford to do so.”
“And what is the address of this home?”
“462 Linden Place.”
“Tell me, Mr. McArthur. How well do the actors in this area get along?”
“For the most part pretty well. Of course, some people get a little upset when someone else gets a part that he or she coveted, but it doesn’t usually last long. Everyone is back to being friends pretty quick.”
“And how many actors live at Oppenheimer Arms?”
“Let’s see, there are seven. There are eight apartments, four on each side of the hall, and I believe that everyone lives alone. Then, we have a manager, Mrs. Crouch, who takes care of the place. Mr. Oppenheimer made Longworth promise that if an actor ever needed a place to stay and there wasn’t a vacancy at Oppenheimer Arms, he or she could stay at the inn until an apartment was available.”
I dismissed McArthur and sent Lou to retrieve Longworth. 
 
+++
 
“Mr. Longworth, it seems that you’ve been keeping something from me.”
“Such as?”
“Such as how you acquired this magnificent inn. It seems Mr. Oppenheimer was most gracious.”
“That he was. Mr. Oppenheimer was a fine gentleman.”
“And why didn’t you tell me about his generosity sooner?”
“It had no bearing on anything that has happened here this weekend.”
“Oh! Maybe it did. And it seems you were a little more eager to produce and direct your next play than you led me to believe.”
“Not at all, but it will be some time before that happens.”
“Is that because of Mr. Mycroft’s death?”
“Partially.” 
“And Mr. Plankton’s death?”
“I did not know Mr. Plankton.”
“Could it be that you know Mr. Plankton by another name?”
“The gentleman did not look familiar to me.”
“Could it be that he was an actor in disguise?”
“You mean someone playing a character? Sure. But I didn’t recognize him.”
“Are you aware that someone relayed a message to local actors to come to the inn this weekend, and come in costume to audition for you?”
“Are you serious?”
“Quite serious.”
“Then, no, I didn’t know that. Is that how Tony McArthur came to be here this weekend?”
“So, you know McArthur to be an actor?”
“Oh, yes. I thought I’d told you that. He’s a distinguished actor, one of the better ones in this area. But he was not in costume.”
“No, I guess not. Well, thank you for you time, Mr. Longworth. I’ll not keep you from your duties any longer.”
“I appreciate that, Lieutenant.”
Longworth left. It was beginning to look like the murders had something to do with Longworth and the possibility of upcoming plays at the inn. But I still had no idea who our murderer was.
 
+++
 
All that detecting made Lou and me hungry. I took a Hershey Almond bar from my pocket and laid it on the table. Needing to lighten the moment, I removed a handkerchief from my pocket, took the tooth-marked candy bar from its wrapper, and laid it on the handkerchief. I’d mangled the candy enough so that only about one-half of it remained. Trying to be cute, I took a bite off the still intact bottom portion of the candy, eliminating its right angles.  Lou proved two can be twice as cute as one. Lou saw no need for a napkin. He poured his package of M&Ms on the table. Then he sorted them, making lines and rows. He looked at me and smiled, then moved one row of M&Ms at a time, like he was trying to solve a Rubik Cube. I reached over and plucked an M&M from the center of his square. He smacked my hand. I picked up an M&M, licked it, and replaced it. He picked up the one I licked, put it in his mouth, and then clutched his hand to his throat as if he were poisoned. While he was gyrating, I chose a red M&M from his pile. I placed it in front of me, then flicked it toward the others like I did when I played marbles as a boy. Lou laughed, and selected a yellow M&M as his agate. He scattered a few, and ate the ones he’d scattered. After a few minutes play, Lou knocked the last M&M from the ring, and opened a new bag. Who knows how long our shenanigans would’ve lasted if there hadn’t been a knock at the door. Lou hurried to gather his M&Ms and poured them back into the bag, while I opened the door slightly. It seemed the lab boys had arrived. Play time was over. Maybe sometime soon I would lick all the chocolate from my candy, and we could play marbles with my almonds. Somehow, I envisioned M&Ms being better shooters. 
 
+++
 
Lou and I accompanied the lab boys to the rooms we wanted dusted. I jotted down the numbers of the rooms, gave them the pass key I had yet to return, and told them to knock on the door to my room when they’d finished. All that exercise had made me tired. I needed a nap. I promised Lou I’d knock on his door when we had more to work with. 
 
+++
 
I tried my best to comb my hair quickly after the lab boys knocked on my door. Their smiles told me I was not successful.  That was okay.  Those guys needed more opportunities to smile. I considered showing them our M&M game before they left, then decided against it. 
Gordon, a fellow I’d known for quite a few years, spoke. 
“Lieutenant, we matched these prints against ones we already have. We found duplicates in two of the rooms.”
“And which rooms were those?”
He told me the room numbers, and I checked them against my list. The rooms where there were duplicates were Mrs. Dukenfield’s and Mr. Williams’s rooms. 
“Are you sure these are the same prints in each of these rooms? These two guests were not at the inn at the same time.”
“I’m certain of it, Lieutenant. See how the swirls are an exact match.”
“That sure is interesting.”
“Let me make it a little more interesting for you, Lieutenant. Other than an occasional print left by the maid, we found only one set of prints in each room.”
I looked up, saw Lou striding toward us. 
“Come here, Lou. I’ve got a question. Try to think back. When we ate dinner Friday night, was Mrs. Dukenfield wearing gloves?”
“No, Cy. Remember how we talked about playing a game of connecting the age spots.”
I wished Lou had been a little more discreet around the lab boys. I smiled sheepishly. I saw they smiled for a second time. Probably a record for them. I thought, then asked Gordon a question. 
“Are you saying that only one person was in each room?”
“Not necessarily. But a person would have to have been wearing gloves or been extremely careful not to leave any prints. As you know, it’s hard not to leave prints.”
“What about the doorknob on the inside of the room doors? Was there only one set on them?”
“Those prints were inconclusive. All we have are smudged prints. No way to identify them.”
I thanked them for their thoroughness, and told them I hoped I wouldn’t need them again. After they left, I mulled over what I’d learned. Was it possible that Isabel Dukenfield and Claude Williams were the same person? Manfred did say their trucks were similar, and both of them weren’t around at the same time. I decided to run this by Longworth to see what he thought. I found him at the front desk.
“More questions, Lieutenant?”
“Just one, Mr. Longworth, and this won’t take long. I just want your expert opinion about something.”
He raised his eyebrows, probably wondering whether I was buttering him up or setting him up. 
“Mr. Longworth, you’ve been involved with a lot of plays with a lot of actors. Am I right?”
“That I have, Lieutenant.”
“In all your experience, have you ever known a man to play a woman, or a woman to play a man?”
“You mean as a farce, or in a serious role?”
“In a serious role. Would a man play a woman, or a woman play a man?”
“It’s rare, but we’ve had cases where that has happened, only most of the time it was played for laughs.”
“But it could be done?”
“Sure, Lieutenant, if the actor or actress was gifted enough to pull it off. May I know why you ask?”
“I’m going to let you in on a little secret. Our fingerprint crew just left. They said they found a matching set of prints in Mrs. Dukenfield’s and Mr. Williams’s rooms.”
“Well, the maid was in both rooms. Maybe they were her prints.”
“No, we allowed for her prints, and there was only one set of fingerprints other than hers in both rooms. It’s rare that a person can stay in a room and not leave any prints. Even if Mr. Williams was here for only a short while.”
“A short while. Has he left?”
“He was seen leaving while you and I were having a previous conversation. I don’t know if he checked out, or not. Whoever was on the desk could probably tell us.”
Longworth scanned the register. 
“There’s nothing here that says he checked out. I’ll look into it.”
 
+++
 
Lou and I turned away and went to my room to think it over. My room was more comfortable than the conference room. I took the bed. The sergeant took the couch. I tossed him a pillow. He tossed it back. The couch cushions were good enough for him. 
Of course, Isabel Dukenfield and Claude Williams looked nothing alike. That goes without saying. One a woman. One a man. Even in the face, there was no resemblance. From what I could remember, even their eyes were different colors. But with tinted contact lenses and all that makeup men are able to do these days, I didn’t discount the fact that they could’ve been the same person. The woman did seem shorter, but was that merely our minds playing tricks on us, because everyone knows that women are usually shorter than men. Both seemed to have the same build. Of course, men and women are shaped differently, but with Mrs. Dukenfield’s bulky wool suit, it was hard for me to know what kind of shape she had. Did he or she wear this outfit for that reason? If the two were played by one person, could it be that the reason that the Mrs. Dukenfield character left was to change costumes? 
As I thought, I remembered that both were scheduled to be at the inn at the same time, but was that something that someone disguised merely to throw someone else off? And if so, was that someone Longworth or me? Could it be that the costume changes were merely to gain points with Longworth? Could it be that this person was unaware that murders would take place at the inn?  If so, why did our “new” guest hightail it out of here as soon as I questioned him? After both of us reflected for a few minutes, I turned to Lou.
“Okay, Lou, what do you make of all this?”
“You mean is the new guy a new guy?”
“Right, Lou. Are we looking for two different people, and if not, is our busy actor friend a victim of circumstances or a murderer?”
“You’d think he or she wouldn’t have left unless our actor friend is the murderer. But then there’s something else to look at, too.”
“What’s that, Lou?”
“What if this person is really innocent? What if what the second guy told us is true? Maybe he is some guy who was late getting here.”
“Thanks a lot, Lou. I can always thank you for making my job harder.”
“Well, you asked.”
“There’s one thing we know, Lou.”
“What’s that, Cy?”
“Whoever is claiming to be Claude Williams is a liar. There is no Claude Williams. At least not in Peoria, Illinois.”
“Well, he could have an unlisted phone number, or lived with a family member. Besides, that doesn’t make this guy our murderer, Cy. Remember, the victim claimed to be someone else, too. Among the guests, only Tony McArthur seems to have told the truth.”
“That’s settles it, Lou. McArthur is our murderer.”
The two of us enjoyed a good laugh before continuing.
“Cy, here’s something to think about. Maybe McArthur is the murderer. Maybe he sent all these people out with fake names to muddy the waters.  Then, he shows up looking like himself and is who he says he is. Everyone knows a murderer should tell the truth as much as possible.”
“I’m still bummed out because we don’t know how many people we’re dealing with. Are Isabel Dukenfield and Claude Williams the same person, or two people?”
“Well, the fingerprints seem to say one person, except for one thing. That Williams fellow wasn’t here all that long. It could be possible that he didn’t touch anything in the room except the inside of the doorknob.”
“But you’re forgetting one thing, Lou.”
“What’s that, Cy?”
“I’ll grant you that he might not have been here long enough to leave fingerprints, but one person did leave fingerprints in both rooms. So, no matter what, one person, whoever that person was, was in both rooms.” 
“Maybe neither of them left any prints and they were left by a third person.”
“A woman who spends two days in a hotel room will leave some fingerprints. Those prints belong to whoever Isabel Dukenfield really is. What we need to figure out is whether we have one or two actors. Was a woman in both rooms while a man didn’t stay long enough to leave any prints, or did the same person play both parts? I would go ask McArthur, but if he knows, he isn’t talking.”
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After wasting most of the afternoon and getting nowhere, I realized it was time for afternoon snacks, or hors d’oeuvres, as the inn prefers to call them. I sent Lou to walk down enough steps so that he could crane his neck around the balustrade to see if they were serving pâté again. If so, I was on a chocolate diet. He came back and said he couldn’t tell what it was, but it wasn’t pâté. I decided to be brave, locked the door, and followed the big lemming down the stairs. 
Reluctantly, I took a bite of something that looked like chitlins, or chitterlings, as they probably called them at the Overlook Inn. I never thought of them as a delicacy, but I couldn’t figure out what else it could be that I was munching on. Whatever they were, I wasn’t sure I wanted to eat them again, but I was hungry. The inn provided a dipping sauce, which wasn’t bad. I thought about dipping the chitlin, or should I say chitterling, in the dipping sauce, licking the sauce off, and then dipping again. I was considering it when Mrs. Longworth walked up. 
”Well, Lieutenant, Sergeant, how do you like the calamari?”
So, it wasn’t chitlins. Now, all I had to do was find someone who knew what calamari was. 
I smiled at Mrs. Longworth, and told her the truth.
“Without a doubt, this is the best calamari I’ve ever had.”
“Oh, that’s so good to hear. We love for our guests to enjoy their food while they’re here.”
I wasn’t going to lie and tell her I enjoyed the food, so I took another calamari and dipped it in the sauce. I plopped it into my mouth before she could ask me any more questions. As I chewed, she walked away. 
Before I finished swallowing, her husband walked up. I hoped he wasn’t going to ask me how I was enjoying the calamari. He didn’t.
“Lieutenant, I’ve been thinking, and I might have a solution to one of your problems.”
I wasn’t prepared for what he said next.
“You know you were wondering whether Isabel Dukenfield and Claude Williams are the same person. I might have an answer to that question.”
“Oh?” was all that I could mutter.
“I know, Lieutenant, that you mentioned you do not have much occasion to frequent plays, but are you familiar with an early comedian by the name of W. C. Fields?”
“Oh, sure. I’ve even seen some of his movies.”
I could tell the man was pleased to see I had some culture.
“Do you have any idea what Mr. Fields real name was?”
I could see he planned to milk this for all that it was worth, so I humored him and said, “No.”
“William Claude Dukenfield. Understand? W. C. Fields was an actor. Our guest, who’s probably an actor, joined us twice, once as Isabel Dukenfield, and once as Claude Williams. Quite perceptive of him. Or her. But since W. C. Fields was a man, I assume that our actor friend is a man. As to who that man is, I will leave that up to you. I have no idea. And that bothers me, that a guest at the inn could fool me like that. Whoever he is, if he’s not your murderer, I might have some parts for him, when we start rehearsals.”
“I appreciate the help, Mr. Longworth. If you decide to get out of the inn and play business, we might have a job for you at the department.”
I was glad that Longworth had helped us. While I probably would’ve figured out sooner or later that we were dealing with only one person, instead of two, I didn’t have enough knowledge of W. C. Fields to make that connection. Was the W. C. Fields ruse for my benefit, or Longworth’s? The actor’s cat-and-mouse attitude fit in with the person who left footprints and a note for me, and this must’ve been the same person who made the tracks through the snow and over the edge of the cliff, but I would never have made the W. C. Fields connection. Could it be that our actor friend wanted to put one over on Longworth and the police at the same time? 
 
+++
 
Lou and I sprawled out in a couple of the chairs in the sitting room and let our dinner settle. No one else was around, so we could sprawl to our heart’s content. 
I looked out the window. There was a moon, and the snow glistened in the moonlight. In my younger days, I would’ve liked  to  have  been  out  there  in  it. In my middle-age years, I knew better. I loved snow, as long as it was out there and I was in here. From what I could tell, the temperature had not risen enough for the snow to melt. Of course, people have always said that Precipice Point is the coldest place in the county. As long as I was at Precipice Point, I would agree with them. 
I sat and watched as a rabbit scampered across the snow. Stupid rabbit should’ve been hibernating. I would’ve been, if I hadn’t had work to do. I tried to push the thought of work from my mind, so I could enjoy the view. If the food improved, I could get used to this place. I wouldn’t mind a dip in the pool, as long as there wasn’t anyone else around to check out my circumference. It would be okay if Lou were there. His circumference resembles mine. Few others I know of are so blessed. Lou moved closer, so he could enjoy the view, but not close enough to touch. We weren’t that kind of couple. 
“Remember, Cy, when we used to make snowballs and hide until one of the girls came by.”
“Yeah, those were the days, Lou.”
“Remember that McElfresh girl?”
“Sadie? Yeah, she was my kind of girl. Remember the time she sneaked around the house and let us have it?”
“Boy, do I. I turned around just in time to get a snowball right in the kisser. Wonder whatever happened to her? You know, she’s the only girl we ever let set foot in our tree house.”
Our trip down Memory Lane was interrupted by a phone call. 
“There’s a call for you, Lieutenant. A Mr. Harris. Says it’s urgent.”
“I’ll take it in my room.”
I grabbed hold of the railing and lumbered up the steps, eager to hear what news Frank had for us. Had he finished the autopsies? I unlocked the door, Lou right behind me. I dashed over to the phone and picked it up.
“I’ve got it!” I hollered into the phone, in case Longworth was still on the line.
“I hope I don’t catch it from you,” Frank replied.
“Oh, it’s only you. I thought it was somebody.”
“That’s okay, Cy. If you don’t want to know the results of the autopsies that’s okay with me. Here I come in and slave on my day off, but what do you care? I could’ve stayed home with my family and left these two in cold storage until Monday.”
I’d let Frank go on long enough. 
“Okay, Frank. I still love you. You’re still my favorite medical examiner. Well, except for that cute little number over in Ridgeville.”
“I’ll tell Loraine that you said that.”
“That she’s cuter than you are. You betcha! I’m sure of that any day of the week.”
“Should I go on before I get an inferiority complex?”
“Out with it, Frank.”
“Well, I’ve finished the autopsies, but I haven’t been able to identify the bodies yet.”
“Can you have somebody run some pictures of them out to the inn? I’ve got a feeling there are a couple of people here who might be able to identify them.”
“Is tomorrow morning okay?”
“Can you make it early?”
“When was the last time you ever did early, Cy?”
“Well, if I can wrap things up here, Lou and I might be able to make it to church in the morning.”
“Well, what I’m about to tell you might let you do just that. Cy, do you know when these two guys checked into the inn?”
“One of them checked in Thursday morning, the other Thursday afternoon.”
“Well, first let me tell you that both men died of poisoning. I won’t burden you with what kind. I’ll just tell you what you need to know. Neither man was poisoned at the inn. If my findings are right, and I’d bet on them, I’d say both men ingested the poison on Wednesday, sometime between noon and midnight.”
“Wednesday?”
“Wednesday. P.M. As in before they went to the inn. Wednesday. As in before the snowstorm, whatever that’s worth. That doesn’t mean that somebody at the inn didn’t poison them. It just means that they didn’t poison them at the inn.”
“It means something else, too, Frank.”
“What’s that, Cy?”
“It means our puny suspect list has expanded. Maybe a whole lot.”
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I cornered Lou on the way down the stairs and asked him our message for the day. It was “I’d rather be in Philadelphia.” I was confused. No one in his right mind would rather be in Philadelphia. Could it be that something happened in Philadelphia that might have some bearing on the outcome of our case? I didn’t think so. Is it possible that someone connected with this case comes from Philadelphia? We’d reached the bottom of the steps without any light going on inside my head, but then seldom do Lou’s clues make any sense at the time he shares them with me. I put it aside for the time being and prayed for a delicious breakfast. My prayers were answered.
I’d just finished the second helping and had gathered enough strength to push myself from the table when the front door opened and an officer arrived with pictures of the deceased. I huddled with Lou in the corner, and slid the photos from the large envelope.  I held the two pictures side-by-side. I honestly couldn’t tell which gentleman played which part. Neither looked at all like the two people I’d encountered. I could tell Lou was baffled, as well. 
 
+++
 
I collared Longworth, asked him for a moment of his time. Still suspicious of any move I made, but feeling better since I hadn’t summoned him to the conference room, he stepped over to where we could have some privacy. 
“Mr. Longworth, I wonder if you can identify the gentlemen in these two photos.” 
I placed the photos side by side, just as I had when Lou and I had looked at them.
“This gentleman,” Longworth said, pointing at the picture on the left, “is Carter Thornton. The other one is Matthew Simon. Both have performed in my plays on many occasions. I assume these are the two men who died at the inn.”
“And what gave you that idea?”
“Maybe because they are both lying on a slab with their eyes closed.”
“Do you know anyone who might have had anything against either of these men?”
“Absolutely not.”
“Not even a jealous actor somewhere along the way?”
“Lieutenant, I am not going to insult your intelligence by intimating that one actor has never been jealous of another, or that one actor has never murdered another actor. But I do not know of anyone who might have had anything against either of these fine gentlemen. Carter was a consummate actor. As fine of an actor as I have directed. I worked with Matthew Simon on many occasions, as well. I would not have continued to have worked with him if I was not pleased with his work. This is definitely a setback to the local theater industry. Both men will be extremely hard to replace.”
I thanked Longworth and told him that our work at the inn was finished for the time being. He smiled when I told him our work was finished, but his smiled faded when I added “for the time being.” I asked him for one favor.
“Mr. Longworth, I am sure Miss Humphert has enjoyed her stay at the inn and is reluctant to leave before morning. Would you please serve her lunch in her room, but offer her the pleasure of joining you at your table this evening. It would mean so much to all of us if you would grant us this final wish.”
I could tell that Longworth had no idea why I asked for this, but I assumed he was willing to do anything if he could get the police away from the inn. 
 
+++
 
Lou and I packed and allowed Manfred to carry our luggage downstairs. He asked if he could get our car for us, but I declined. I hurried to the garage. I wanted to make one final loop of the driveway before leaving the inn behind. Even a magnificent structure like the Overlook Inn looks good in the rearview mirror. I made the three-quarters loop from the garage to the front steps of the inn. Manfred watched for me, and he opened the door for Lou when I stopped in front. We allowed Manfred to load our luggage into Lightning and tipped him generously. I looked at my watch as I drove away. If we hurried, we had just enough time to grab a couple of doughnuts before the morning service. 
 
+++
 
I drove into the crowded parking lot at church, refrained from parking in a space marked “handicapped,” “visitors,” or “seniors.” Most Sunday mornings Lou and I are early enough to savor the delectable doughnuts and still make it to the back pew of the church before the choice seats are taken. This time, we scarfed down two doughnuts each, hurried to the restroom to wash our fingers after licking them, and hustled into the sanctuary, only to find that the best available seats were two seats in the middle of the third row from the back. Instead, we opted for two seats on the aisle eight rows closer to the front. Our pastor, who has quite a sense of humor, noticed our dilemma. He approached us just as the music began and stuck out his hand. 
“I’m sorry, but I don’t believe I know you. Are you visiting by any chance.”
I stuck my tongue out at him and he chuckled all the way to the pulpit. I looked around and saw that several people were enjoying our predicament. I took notice of who they were and made a mental note to share their names with those in the traffic division. 
As usual, the music lifted my spirit and put me in a mood to worship. The pastor spoke directly to me, as he always does, and no one rushed from the church after the service in order to beat the rush to the local restaurants or hurry home to check on the roast.
Lou and I lingered, exchanged small talk with some of the rest of the congregation, and then left the church, thankful that we didn’t have to hightail it back to the inn. We were glad to be back on our home turf. 
 
+++
 
When Lou and I desire companionship from the opposite sex, we double date. I will forever be in love with Eunice and Betty McElroy with her deceased husband Hugh, but Betty and I enjoy a meal together at least once a month, and sometimes more often. We enjoy each other’s company. Betty is also there if I need a woman’s opinion, and I am there for her anytime she needs something repaired. I know enough repairmen that I can recommend a good one.
Betty and Hugh were fortunate to have been married a lot longer than Eunice and I. They had two children, now grown, who live out of state. While Betty’s children seldom come to Hilldale to visit, she visits each of them on occasion, and has opportunities to play with grandchildren, something that I can do only in my dreams.
While Betty and I are merely friends, Lou and Thelma Lou Spencer have more of a relationship. Sometimes I think the only two things that keep them from tying the knot is that both of them have lived by themselves since entering adulthood and always can do what they want as a single, and that Lou worries about my having to eat by myself if he gets married. 
While Betty no longer works, Thelma Lou leaves the house each day for her job as a customer service representative for the telephone company. While many people across the country who need assistance talk to a telephone company representative in a distant state or country, those of us who live in Hilldale are fortunate enough to have someone nearby.
 
+++
 
On the drive back from the inn, Lou and I decided that we needed a day to step away from the case, in order to see it better the next day. We made plans to go out to eat, go home for a much-needed nap, then see if the girls would want to go out and eat. 
 
+++
 
I dropped Lou off at his apartment, then drove to my place, ecstatic that I didn’t need to sneak past my next-door neighbor to enter my house. As I drove up the driveway I saw what was left of the footprints my visitor made on Friday morning, a time that seemed so long ago. The wind had wiped them away, but the snow hadn’t left Hilldale behind. Only the streets were clear of snow. Our yards would be covered for a few more days. I looked around and could tell that a few of my neighbors hadn’t left their homes since the snow fell. While all walks were shoveled, some cars were snowbound due to snowdrifts in the driveways. 
I strolled into the house, wanting to take my phone off the hook, but knowing that my profession kept me from doing so. It didn’t matter. Only an emergency call would interrupt my Sunday afternoon nap. But before I did so, I had a phone call to make. Thelma Lou was always eager to go out with Lou, so before he got out of the car I told him I would call Betty McElroy to see if she’d want to make it a foursome for dinner. She said “yes,” so I called Lou, who confirmed dinner with Thelma Lou. We agreed to pick the girls up at 7:00. 
I went to my bed, lay down, and fell quickly to sleep. Some time later, I woke up, a little disoriented at first, and then remembered the strange surroundings in which I found myself. Home. That place that I had left behind oh so long ago. I turned over and looked at the clock. Even though it was winter, it was still light enough that I could see the hands and make out the time. 4:18. Plenty of time before Lou and I had to pick up the girls.
My stomach growled right on cue. I rousted myself from the bed, staggered to the kitchen, and rummaged through the refrigerator. No coquille St. Jacques. Not even any pâté de foie gras. I would’ve let out a big “Yes!” but there wasn’t much of anything else to eat, either. I looked in the freezer, found a package of pizza rolls, and preheated the oven. Several stomach growls later, I plucked them from the oven, put them on a plate to let them cool, fixed myself something to drink, and enjoyed my snack. After I’d scraped the last of the cheese and sauce from the plate, I burped, and strolled over to the TV. 
 
+++
 
As I mentioned earlier, Lou and I have hobbies. A policeman needs something to get his mind off his work. While Lou and I have approximately the same shape, we do not share the same interests outside of work, other than our newfound love for reading murder mysteries. I didn’t want to begin reading a new mystery. I would have to put it away in the morning. I couldn’t justify reading a book when there was a real murder left to solve. Besides, with both of us ensconced in semi-retirement, there would be plenty of time to read.  
Lou has three hobbies. He recently traded the classic novels, he didn’t always enjoy for murder mysteries that tickled his palette. Plus, he works crossword and jigsaw puzzles. Both types of puzzles would shatter what little patience I have, but they relax Lou. He spends most of his time in one room, the living room. The first thing you see when you step inside his apartment are walls of bookshelves, each shelf full of books. The next thing you notice is a card table that is always up, always with a puzzle in progress. If Lou isn’t sitting at the card table, he is relaxing in his recliner, working on a crossword puzzle or devouring another murder mystery novel.  
While Lou likes to read and work puzzles, I like to delve into my DVD collection and watch some of the best comedies of the classic TV days.  No one has ever been funnier than Lucille Ball. Watching I Love Lucy can bring me out of a grumpy mood. Other favorite shows of mine are Hogan’s Heroes, The Andy Griffith Show, and The Beverly Hillbillies. I selected a DVD of the first year I Love Lucy was on the air, plucked it from its case, inserted it into the DVD player, sat back, and drifted back in time. Time passed quickly. Then next thing I knew the phone rang. I paused the DVD and walked over to the phone. It was Lou. He was on his way. 
 
+++
 
Lou doesn’t like to drive. When we work, I always drive, unless an injury keeps me from driving. But when we double-date, Lou always backs his nearly-mint-condition red-and-white, 1957 Chevy from the garage, turns the radio to an oldies station, and thinks he’s hot stuff. The girls like his car, too. Not that they have anything against Lightning. What’s not to like about Lightning? But there’s just something special about a vintage automobile.   
 
+++
 
We had a pleasant evening. It was nice to spend time with someone without interrogating her and wondering if she had anything to do with our murder investigation. The four of us had a wonderful dinner, but then it came time to take the girls home, because Monday would be a busy day for us. The girls understood. Being single, they’re both just glad to get out of the kitchen and mingle with other people from time to time, even  if  those  other  people  are Lou and me. They don’t even mind us calling them “the girls.” Besides, they call us “the boys.”
 
+++
 
As soon as Lou returned from walking Thelma Lou to the door, our minds switched back to work mode. It was time to forget about what a relief it was to get back home and all the fun we had at dinner and focus on the case. We reflected back upon the last few days. Lou’s message from God. “Ford Theater and the Bates Motel.” Actors and murder. It was time to look ahead. It seemed obvious to me what we needed to do on Monday morning. Everything pointed to Oppenheimer Arms. Both of the deceased lived there. We didn’t know if they were poisoned there, but it was time to pay the place a visit, to meet its residents. Who knows? Maybe we were about to come face to face with a murderer for the first time. Or see what a murderer looks like when he wasn’t performing for the police, or executing a murder in disguise. Was our murderer someone who lives at the apartment complex? Or someone we had left behind at the inn? Only time would tell. 
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I woke up Monday morning and smiled. I don’t usually smile the first thing in the morning. If I had my way, I’d sleep until the crack of noon, take time to find out what God had for me that day, take a leisurely shower, then pick Lou up and drive to the Blue Moon for breakfast and lunch, at one seating. Okay, maybe I’d get up a little earlier in order to put a little time between breakfast and lunch. On that day, it didn’t matter. Someone was at work decreasing the town’s population, it was time to roust myself from the bed and go to work. After that, I took time for cleanliness, God and godliness, and hunger pangs. After all, just because I can’t sleep until noon doesn’t mean the people at Oppenheimer Arms don’t.
 
+++
 
Lou and I strolled into the Blue Moon. Rosie looked up as the bell jingled as we walked in. From the look on her face, I thought she was going to run around the counter and hug us. Instead, she made us feel welcome another way.
“Where have you two been? We were about to put out a missing persons report. Do you realize how much food we had left over Friday and Saturday? With the money the boss lost, he almost had to declare bankruptcy.”
Lou and I chuckled all the way to the counter. In sequence, we grasped the counter and pulled our grandiose bodies up onto  the  stools.  It was so good to be back where we belonged that the two of us spun around on our stools while Rosie just stood and laughed at us. Because of our girth, Lou and I always sit with one stool between us. It isn’t like the Blue Moon is crowded. We can spread out and eat comfortably. And if the mood hits us to spin our stools around like a couple of five-year-olds, we can do so without bumping knees. Somehow, I don’t believe the department would file knees injured while spinning on a restaurant stool under “injured in the line of duty.”
Hungry, Lou and I gave Rosie our orders, then told her about our trip to Purgatory. She listened with a constant grin upon her face. 
“I already knew some of it. Thelma told me some other policeman came in the other night and picked up some food for you because you were dying of malnutrition.”
“Rosie, my love, I’ll tell you all about the stuff that place fed us as long as you promise never to serve any of it here.”
I milked it for all that it was worth. I wanted to tell her about our trek through a blinding snowstorm, uphill all the way, even after our shoes had rotted from our feet, and frostbite had set in, but I had to refrain from revealing anything about the case. Neither could I tell her the food was so bad that two people died of poisoning. Okay, maybe the food didn’t have anything to do with the poisoning, but a good story is made better if the storyteller has an ability to embellish. 
All stories ended when our food arrived. Bacon, sausage, eggs cooked right, pancakes, biscuits, gravy that looked like gravy, and hash browns. All the good food groups. Well, everything except chocolate. Everything tasted so good that when Rosie told us the first pecan pie of the day had just been taken from the oven, we decided to celebrate some more. No one else tasted pecan pie that day until the second pie had been baked. Just as the first of the lunch crowd entered the Blue Moon, Lou and I took leave of our senses, and the Blue Moon. There was work to be done. There were people to see. There were questions to ask. 
 
+++
 
I drove to Oppenheimer Arms with my Blue Moon face still on, but replaced it with my Lieutenant’s face a block before we arrived at our destination. Lou and I knew the routine. We’d done this for many years. 
I pulled up in front of the apartment building, removed my seatbelt, gave my food one last chance to settle, opened the door, and hoisted myself from Lightning.  
Oppenheimer Arms spread out over a large lot. A very large lot. When there are eight apartments on the same floor, they need to spread out somewhere. Lou opened the building’s front door, and we stepped inside. I was pleased to see that there were no steps. Everything was at ground level. I looked around and spotted the mailboxes. A sign above them showed us that the manager lived in apartment number one. I perused the names on the mailboxes. Most were unfamiliar. The resident of apartment number one was L. Crouch. Since we wanted to talk to the manager first, we decided to take the apartments in order, one through eight. 
I knocked on the door of apartment one. A woman opened the door. She was short, had curly gray hair, and carried a few extra pounds.
“May I help you?”
I took out my credentials, showed them to her. 
“I’m Lt. Dekker with the Hilldale Police Department. This is my associate Sgt. Murdock. We have a few questions to ask you.”
“Have I done something wrong, Lieutenant?”
“If so, I don’t know about it, yet. You are Miss Crouch, the manager?”
“That’s right, only it’s Mrs. Crouch. I’m a widow.”
“Well, Mrs. Crouch, we just have a few questions we’d like to ask you. Privately. Do you mind if we come in?”
Mrs. Crouch opened the door, invited us in. 
“Would you gentlemen like some coffee. I just made some.”
“No, thank you, but go ahead and get yourself a cup.”
She offered us seats while she went to the kitchen to pour herself a cup of coffee. She came back, and as she sat down, she said, “Now, gentlemen, what can I do for you?”
“We are investigating an incident that concerns some actors. I understand that all of your residents are actors. I was wondering what you can tell me about them, and oh, by the way, are you yourself an actress?”
“No, Lieutenant, I’m not an actress. I have been manager of Oppenheimer Arms since it opened back in 1998. I answered an ad, came for an interview, and was offered the job. I’ve been here ever since and I love my job, what there is to it. I hate to sound brash, but I can’t see any of our gentlemen running afoul of the law.”
“Well, maybe they haven’t. You said gentlemen. Are all your tenants men?”
“While that has not always been the case, it is currently. The last of our ladies got married early last year and moved away. We offer our apartments to any deserving actor, and as it turned out, after our lady tenant got married, the next person to inquire about the availability of an apartment was a gentleman. We checked him out. He met the qualifications to be a tenant here, so I rented the apartment to him.”
“And what are the qualifications to be a tenant at Oppenheimer Arms?”
“Very simple. A person must be a legitimate actor or actress with fine character. We check out both aspects of a prospective tenant’s life before agreeing to rent the apartment. We also check into their financial background, but that has no bearing on whether or not we rent to them. That is merely to see if said actor needs financial considerations.”
“Let’s look at your current tenants, beginning with apartment two. Tell me a little about each resident, and to the best of your ability, tell me what each one’s schedule has been the past week.”
Mrs. Crouch took the next ten minutes or so telling me a little about each of the tenants. Four of the tenants had been away over the weekend. That left three tenants at home, but one of them is confined to a wheelchair and a second one’s sister was visiting him all of last week. If that turned out to be true, that meant the actor who played two parts over the week- end lived in apartment three or apartment eight. I’d talk to both men and see if I could spot our busy actor friend.
“Mrs. Crouch, I’d also like to know everyone’s whereabouts on Wednesday afternoon.”
“I’m sorry I can’t help you there, Lieutenant. I met a friend for lunch and we went to a movie afterward. I left home about 11:00 and didn’t return until 5:30.”
“And as far as you know, everyone else was here Wednesday afternoon?”
“Not everyone. A taxi picked Mr. McArthur up just before I left. I didn’t see him again until this morning. Mr. McArthur just returned from a trip out of town. He was auditioning for a play. I was surprised he was gone so long, because when I talked to him on Tuesday he told me he would be back on Friday. Maybe the auditions took longer than he thought.”
I didn’t tell Mrs. Crouch any different. Either she wasn’t home on Wednesday, or she was giving herself an alibi. But if she wasn’t home, someone had ample opportunity to roam the halls and dispense the poison, even if that someone came from outside the building. Of course, we still didn’t know if the murderer poisoned his or her victims inside that apartment building. They could’ve received the kiss of death in front of the police department for all we knew. Frank arrived at the time of death, but, for once, the poison could’ve been administered anywhere. Anywhere close enough to allow them to check in at the Overlook Inn on Thursday.  Too bad we didn’t know where they were all of Wednesday. Both men could’ve followed Mrs. Crouch out the door.
After learning the name of the friend she spent time with on Wednesday, finding out where they ate and what movie they saw, Lou and I thanked her for her time and left to talk to the occupant of apartment two. 
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I knocked on the second door and received a “Come in.” I opened the door, and spotted a man reclining on the couch, a wheelchair by his side. He didn’t seem surprised that his guests were strangers, but merely said, “Come on in. I don’t believe we’ve met before.”
“No, I don’t think so. I’m Lt. Dekker with the Hilldale Police Department, and this is Sgt. Murdock. We’re here to ask you a few questions.”
Nothing about my declaration seemed to alarm the man. He merely introduced himself. 
“In case you don’t already know, I’m Arthur Rothschild. Forgive me for not getting up. Just grab a couple of kitchen chairs and bring them over.”
Unlike Mrs. Crouch’s residence, Mr. Rothschild’s apartment was all one big room, except for the bathroom. The kitchen stood on the left, inside the front door. On back, actually facing the street, was the living room. A bed stood behind the couch. There were two doors other than the one we entered. I figured one was the bathroom, the other a closet. Lou and I picked up a couple of chairs and put them down in front of the couch. I smiled to disarm Mr. Rothschild. He smiled back.
“So, what brings you gentlemen by to see me today? Collecting for the policemen’s auxiliary fund?”
“No, merely trying to locate an actor who spent the weekend at Overlook Inn.”
“Well, you’ve come to the right place. This building is full of actors. Did anyone see the person you’re looking for?”
“I did.”
“So, you know who he is, just don’t know his name.”
“No, he came in disguise, even changed disguises during the weekend. Know anyone here who’s that gifted?”
“I’d say anyone here could meet those qualifications. It looks like you’ve only eliminated myself and Mrs. Crouch.”
“You’re not gifted?”
“Oh, I’m gifted all right. At least I was, but I assume the actor you saw is capable of walking.”
“He walked okay when I saw him.”
“Well, that let’s me out. I’m not walking much these days.”
“Tell me, Mr. Rothschild. How did you come to be a cripple?”
He cringed at my mention of the word “cripple,” but answered my question.
“It’s funny you’re here looking for someone who spent the weekend at Overlook Inn. It was at the Overlook Inn where I broke my leg. Winter of ’97. I fell off the stage into the orchestra pit, rehearsing for an upcoming play. Broke my leg in two places. If I could have gotten to the hospital, they could have set it correctly, but it just so happened that a blizzard had hit Hilldale the day before. I contacted the police, but they said there was no way to get through. The road was blocked to any type of traffic, and there was no way a helicopter could land in that wind, or on that small of a piece of property, with all those trees around. Longworth did the best he could trying to set it, but he had no medical experience, and he set it incorrectly. The result was that anytime I tried to walk the pain was so excruciating that I fell immediately to the floor. By the time the roads cleared and they could get me to a doctor, there was nothing he could do. Maybe if I lived in a large city or had money to go to a  big   city   hospital,   they  could  have  helped  me,  but  that didn’t happen. And so today, I stay home most of the time, and roll around the apartment.”
“Didn’t this make you bitter?”
“You bet it did. I had no place to go. No way to pay my bills. There weren’t enough parts for actors in wheelchairs. I stayed bitter all the time. If it wasn’t for Mr. Oppenheimer opening this place, I don’t know what I would have done. That man saved my life, but now I’ve gotten used to staying at home, and actually enjoy it. But I don’t know what I would have done if it wasn’t for Mr. Oppenheimer. I probably would have ended up a homeless cripple. I doubt if I would still be alive today.”
“Mr. Rothschild, are you aware that the Overlook Inn will offer plays again soon?”
“I wasn’t until the other day. Tony McArthur stopped by early Wednesday morning. He’d just found out. He came up with an idea for actors to book rooms for this past weekend at the inn, and to show up in costume and see if Longworth recognized anyone. He was on his way out of town to try out for a new play and asked me if I would check with some of the actors in the building to see if anyone was interested.”
“And did you?”
“Well, yes, but I didn’t get very far. I knocked on  Martin Mulroney’s door, the guy who lives directly across from me, but he wasn’t home. I rolled back to my apartment to get something to write on, and left Mulroney a note. I was about to go to the next apartment, when the pain in my leg flared up. I came back to my apartment and took something for the pain. As is many times the case, it knocked me out. I didn’t wake up until the phone woke me. It was Mulroney. I told him that it looked like Longworth would soon be back in business, and about what McArthur suggested. He seemed excited about the idea. Then, I asked him if he would mind telling the other residents about McArthur’s idea. He said he would be delighted to.”
“Mr. Rothschild, please give me a rundown of your acting career, and any of the building’s other tenants, if you can.”
“Well, I caught the acting bug when I was in college. They were putting on the play Our Town, by Thornton Wilder, and I secured a part. A small part, but that allowed me to ease into acting. Otherwise, I might have succumbed to the pressure of learning all those lines. But, it was enough. The acting bug bit me. I continued to act all the way through college, snaring bigger roles as I grew in my craft, until I finally changed my major to Theater Arts. When I graduated, I went to New York at first, but the city was much too large for me. I stayed long enough to gain a little experience, then moved on. Over time, I hooked up with Longworth and ended up in Hilldale.”
“What about the building’s other residents? Were their starts much the same as yours?”
“Over time you forget what people tell you about their beginnings, except for the ones who began with you. Once I came to Hilldale, I never again saw anyone from college or the New York theater scene. I would say, however, that most of the actors I know began their careers in high school or college. A few might have begun later.”
“Have you acted in any plays with any of the other people in this building?”
“Oh, my yes. Many times.”
“And does everyone get along?”
“Well, there are spats from time to time, but I would have to say that most of us get along as well as most people get along with the people they work with. I had no complaints.”   
“Mr. Rothschild, let’s get back to Wednesday afternoon. Have you seen any of your neighbors since then?”
“I haven’t been out of my apartment since, except to go to my mailbox out in the hall. I didn’t see anyone then.”
I’d promised myself I’d check each resident’s boots, and threaten them with having someone return to take their fingerprints. I had indelibly committed to my brain the boot imprints left in my driveway, and a fingerprint expert could match the prints left in the two rooms in Overlook Inn to the actor who left them. I didn’t expect that Arthur Rothschild was either man, but I wanted to practice my lines anyway and see how he reacted.
“Mr. Rothschild, I’d like to see any boots and shoes you have. And I might want to send a fingerprint expert by later today to take your prints.”
“There’s a pair of shoes at the end of the couch.” He pointed to their direction. “I’ve got a pair of boots and a pair of athletic shoes in that closet,” he said, indicating the door. “I don’t have an occasion to wear any of them often. I spend most of my time right here in the apartment. I use this chair to get around the place, but most of the time I lie here just where I am now. I must say I’ve never been fingerprinted. So, you think I’m your man, huh, Lieutenant?”
“It looks that way. We found a little old lady down the street and the tire tracks across her forehead resemble the ones on this chair.”
“That’s what I get for doing away with her in broad daylight.” Rothschild held out his hands. “I assume you have to cuff me.”
The three of us shared a laugh. 
“No, seriously, Mr. Rothschild, we’re checking everyone. I doubt if anything comes of it, but orders are orders.”
“I understand, Lieutenant. You know where my shoes and boots are, and I’m not going anywhere in case you want some prints.”
After I checked his shoes and boots and found them not to be the ones that interested me, I stood and Lou followed suit. The two of us returned the chairs to the kitchen table and said, “Goodbye.”
 
+++
 
I knew that walls had ears, so the sergeant and I didn’t discuss anything in the hall. Instead, we walked across the hall to apartment number three and knocked. The look on the man’s face when he opened the door told me that his prints might match the ones at Overlook Inn. After I introduced myself, the man reluctantly admitted us to his apartment. 
“I didn’t catch your name.”
“It’s Mulroney. Martin Mulroney. What’s all this about, Lieutenant?”
“I just have a few questions about some actors. You are an actor, aren’t you, Mr. Mulroney?”
“I’m sure you already know that all of us in this building make our living from acting, or did at one time.”
“Does that include Mrs. Crouch?”
“No, I meant the men.”
“Mr. Mulroney, can you tell me where you were on Wednesday afternoon?”
“Wednesday? Let’s see. What day did it snow?”
“It snowed on Thursday.”
“Then Wednesday might’ve been the day I went out. I believe it was. Yeah, that’s right. I was out Wednesday.”
“All day?”
“No, I didn’t go out until just before noon.”
“And what time did you return home?”
“Probably about four.”
“And where were you over the weekend?”
“The weekend?”
“Yeah, you know the weekend. It was just yesterday. After the snow.”
“I was in and out. Mostly in.”
“Mr. Mulroney, I’m looking for some boots. Do you happen to own some boots?”
“Yeah, but I wouldn’t be much help in telling you what kind of boots to buy. I seldom wear them.”
“I don’t want to buy any boots, Mr. Mulroney. I want to see your boots.”
“My boots. Whatever for?”
“For the time being, let’s just make it my secret. Now, will you get your boots for me?”
Reluctantly, Mulroney shuffled over to his closet, pulled out a pair of boots, and handed them to me. They didn’t match the ones I was looking for. When I found out that these boots were the only boots he owned, I was down to one ace.
“Mr. Mulroney, will you be home all day today?”
“I expect so. Hadn’t planned to go anywhere.”
“Fine, I want to have a fingerprint man stop by and take your prints.”
“My prints. Whatever for, or is that a secret, too?”
“No, Mr. Mulroney, it’s not a secret. We’re looking for a man who went to the Overlook Inn over the weekend, once dressed as a woman, once dressed as a man. This man left his prints in both rooms. We have a nice set, and we just wanted to see how closely they match your prints.”
“Oh, what’s the use. It was me, Lieutenant. The guy across the hall told me that Longworth was going to be reopening the inn, and McArthur came up with the idea to surprise Longworth by going in character. I decided to one-up the others. I went as an old lady on Thursday, sneaked out in the middle of the night Friday night, came back and changed characters, then went back again on Saturday, only I decided to hightail it when you got so nosy. I didn’t mean anything by it. And you can imagine how scared I was when some guy dropped dead across the table. Was he one of us, Lieutenant?”
I sat there. I’d found my actor, but I hadn’t found my boots. Once I had unmasked Mulroney, he seemed so contrite, but then he was an actor.  
“Mr. Mulroney, tell me a little bit about your acting career prior to this weekend.”
“Well, I got hooked when I saw the movie Witness For The Prosecution. When I found out it was originally a play written by Agatha Christie, I got interested in acting. Are you familiar with the work, Lieutenant?”
“It’s one of my favorite movies, along with Wait Until Dark, Dial M For Murder, and No Time For Sergeants.”
“Did you know that all of those movies have been plays at one time or another?”
“Really?”
“Yes, the first two were written by the same guy, Frederick Knott. I’ve been fortunate enough to act in all three tales of terror. I always wanted to play the part Charles Laughton played in the movie version of Witness For The Prosecution, and I was fortunate to do so.”
“Tony McArthur mentioned to me that he was in a couple of those plays. Were the two of you in the same production?”   
“Yes, we’ve acted in several plays together. In Wait Until Dark, he played the part of the psycho and I played one of his stooges. In Dial M, he played the husband, and I played the part of the man he hired to murder his wife.”
“And how did everyone get along?”
“Handsomely. Both plays
had such a small cast we all seemed like one big happy family. By the way, I died in both parts.”
“Well, let’s hope you fair better in real life.”
Mulroney smiled nervously, and I told him that that was all for the time being, and Lou and I got up to leave.
As we were leaving, Mulroney asked me a question.
“Lieutenant, can you answer a question for me?”
“It depends. What’s your question?”
“I’ve been wondering. Do you know if Longworth or McArthur recognized me as I played either part this weekend?”
“Neither did, Mr. Mulroney, but police lieutenants are much harder to fool.” 
He smiled as I related the first part of the message  and  his  smile faded quickly as I concluded. As soon as I’d finished talking, Lou and I stepped out the door, and I closed it.
 
+++
 
As far as I knew, no one in the building knew the identities of the dead men, but then one of them did, if he or she was the murderer. We had hoped we might trap our murderer as long as he or she was the only one who knew the victims’ identities. Well, Longworth knew, but I needed him to make an identification. Somehow, I didn’t picture Longworth as a guy who would murder someone at his own place. But then, the murders didn’t take place at the inn. If Longworth was our murderer, he would know that we would soon find out that neither murder took place at his establishment. It was too early to eliminate him as a suspect.
We’d kept everything out of the newspaper, but for how much longer I wasn’t sure. For the time being, Lou and I would keep it that way. I knocked on doors number four and five, even though dead men don’t answer knocks. No one answered at Thornton’s or Simon’s apartment. If I didn’t find the boots by the end of the day, I would look in those apartments. I hoped that I found them before I had to check those apartments. A pair of boots would be much harder to find at Overlook Inn. Or had they been thrown over the cliff?
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I glanced at my watch. I knew that we couldn’t interrogate everyone before lunch, so we took a break. There were only three other apartments, and since one of them was McArthur’s and another one probably had nothing to do with the case, our afternoon had possibilities of going quicker than our morning. Still, I wondered how close we were to solving the case. Had we already met the murderer, or murderers? I didn’t know. 
Lou and I sat out front of Oppenheimer Arms discussing the case, hoping to make someone nervous. I didn’t notice anyone fooling with the blinds, so maybe all we did was waste some time.
“Well, Lou. Any thoughts so far?”
“Nothing, except that we know who our missing actor is, but I’m not sure if what we learned today makes him innocent or guilty.”
“Me, either. For what it’s worth, for the time being, I’m buying Rothschild’s story about not being able to walk. Those shoes and boots of his have almost no wear and tear. Still, I’ll have Sam check him out, see if we can find a doctor who’ll corroborate his story. Of course, I plan to have Sam check out each of these birds. You never know what he might find.”
“And let’s not forget those people at Overlook Inn, Cy.”
“I’m not. Sam’s already checking on them. I expect he’ll have a report for us in the morning. In the meantime, let’s go eat and then come back and meet the rest of this crew.”
“Cy, I think you’re slipping.”
I had no idea what Lou was talking about, which he could tell from my confused look.
“You haven’t asked what thought I received today.”
“Okay, out with it. What clue did God give you today?”
“Smile, you’re on Candid Camera.”
“I hope nobody’s taking any pictures of us.”
“Me, too, but if they are, they’d better use a wide angle lens.”
The two of us laughed.
 
+++
 
I started Lightning and drove to the Blue Moon. Since we didn’t leave the Blue Moon until almost 11:00 that morning and we’d interviewed three people since then, we were late arriving for lunch. Because we were late leaving after breakfast, a late lunch wasn’t a problem. It wasn’t as if the Blue Moon was one of those places that ran out of food before they ran out of people. Rosie knew we’d be back, and probably had restocked the joint since breakfast. 
I had no more than turned the knob and opened the front door when Rosie said, “Well, if it isn’t Dick Tracy Squared. How are my two favorite policemen?”
“Hungry.”
“Hungry? Weren’t you two just here a few minutes ago?”
“It must’ve been hours. We’ve solved two murders since we were here last.”
“Anybody I know?”
“You’ll have to wait for the news. Now, how about some grub?”
“Well, your shovels have been washed and are waiting for you. What can I get for you?”
“I’ll take an open face roast beef sandwich with lots of mashed potatoes and float the whole thing in gravy.”
“You got it. And how about you, Sergeant?”
“There’s no reason to go against the boss. I’ll have what he’s having and save the country fried steak for supper.”
Rosie hung our orders on the carousel and spun it, then returned with a glass of sweet tea for me and root beer for Lou. Within a few minutes, she brought our food. ”
After finishing off the pie and trying to extricate the last of the meringue from my fork and my lips, we paid our bill, left a sizable tip, and waddled from the diner, counting the hours until we returned for supper.
 
+++
 
I drove a little slower on the way back to Oppenheimer Arms, which gave my food a little extra time to settle. While Lou didn’t mention it, I’m sure he appreciated it, too.
I parked the car and turned to Lou as if we were plotting strategy. It was merely a ploy to allow my lunch longer to navigate the interior canals of my body. A good nap would have been good. I contemplated asking Mrs. Crouch for a key to Mycroft and Plankton’s apartments, so Lou and I could have a little shuteye, but I wasn’t ready to let her know that she would soon have two vacancies. 
I had procrastinated long enough. It was time for us to gather our strength and hoist ourselves from the car. I assumed a standing position, and held on to Lightning for support. A couple of days later, I was able to breathe normally again. Or should I say that I returned to my normal method of wheezing. I studied the windows on the front of the building. No moving blinds. No one seemed aware that Tweedledum and Tweedledee had returned. We had three tenants left to talk to. 
 
+++
 
I shuffled up the walk with the good sergeant close behind, opened the door, and stepped into the hallway of the apartment building. Having completed the right wing, we walked past Mrs. Crouch’s door and turned left. I knocked on the door of number six, and a gray-headed man answered the door. He looked to be around sixty-five, which made him older than the others. I showed him my credentials, told him who we were. He told us his name was Virgil Profitt, then invited us in and offered us seats. 
“You might know by now, Lieutenant, that I’m the new guy on the block. The others all know each other. I’m just beginning to learn who they are.”
“Well, it’s always good to have a fresh perspective on things, Mr. Profitt. Are you familiar with Sidney Longworth and Overlook Inn?”
“Well, every stage actor is familiar with the name Sidney Longworth, but I can’t say that I’ve ever met the man. Does he live in this area?”
“He operates Overlook Inn out at Precipice Point.”
“I’m not sure where that is.”
I gave him the approximate location of Precipice Point and told him of its reputation. While I figured he had nothing to do with the murders, I asked him to see his boots, nevertheless. He complied without rancor. As expected, they didn’t match the marks made at my house.
“I understand you’re an actor, Mr. Profitt.”
“Was is more like it. I’m pretty much retired now, but that doesn’t mean I won’t turn down a small part if one comes my way.”
“Tell me a little about your career.”
“Most of my acting has been on the east coast. Whenever possible, I spent my summers in New England and my winters in Florida, mostly doing what some people call highbrow stuff. I played Henry Higgins in Pygmalion. I did a lot of Shakespeare, although you probably can’t tell that by the way I talk. I enjoyed my craft, but did just enough to pay the bills. I never had any interest in fame. I acted because I loved doing it. I never was driven like a lot of people are, but then I have no problems with those who yearn for Broadway.  I guess you can probably tell that. I retired to Hilldale, not Park Avenue in New York City.”  
“Mr. Profitt, we’re looking into a couple of incidents, and we’re checking with each of the building’s residents to see if anyone can help us. Could you tell me what you were doing on Wednesday afternoon, and also this past weekend?”
“My sister, Grace, was visiting me all of last week. She arrived on Monday afternoon late and left early this morning to return to her home. She probably won’t get home for another hour or two. As you can see, I haven’t put away the cot I slept on this past week. I can tell you it will be a joy to sleep in my own bed again. That cot was quite lumpy.”
“Were the two of you here, at your apartment, all of that time?”
“Most of it, but not all. We’d planned to explore the area together, but the weather turned bad and we ended up staying here. You asked specifically about Wednesday afternoon and the weekend. We were gone most all day on Wednesday. I gave my sister Tuesday to rest up from her long drive and then we went out shopping and eating on Wednesday. Like I said, we’d planned to have done more of that, but that snowstorm kept us huddled up here. My sister has never lived where it snows, so she’s both fascinated by it, but afraid of it. She didn’t want to venture out in it. If she hadn’t had to get back home, she’d never have left until all of it melted. I convinced her that the streets were all clear, and she shouldn’t have any trouble during the day. Besides, an hour south of here there is no snow. 
“Friday was the only other day we even went outside. My sister has never seen snow quite this deep, except on TV, so we went out on the porch. She even took pictures. I plan to go out sometime today to get them developed. Double prints. Keep one set for myself and give her a set.”
“Front or back porch, Mr. Profitt?”
He had a funny look on his face when he answered “both.”
“Did you see any of your neighbors while your sister was here?”
“No, but then I seldom see them, unless we run into each other at the mailbox. If so, most of them stop and chat a few minutes. They seem like nice men. Like I said, they all are one up on me. They all know each other quite well, and I’m just getting to know them. Besides, I’m several years older than any of them. Oh, wait a minute. We did see the manager, Mrs. Crouch. I knocked on her door, introduced my sister to her, and asked her if she’d be willing to take a few pictures of my sister and me together. She was most gracious. Even bundled up and went outside and took pictures of my sister and me in the snow. My sister wants to show them to some of the people back home.”
I thanked Profitt for his time and we left.
 
+++
 
We walked across the hall to Tony McArthur’s apartment. It would be the first familiar face I’d seen since I’d arrived at the apartment complex. McArthur opened the door, surprised to see us, but invited us in without having to be asked.
“I sure didn’t expect to see you again so soon. What can I do for you gentlemen?”
“Oh, we’re simply trying to finish up with this case. We have a few questions we want to ask everyone here. I’ve already asked you some of them, so I can skip those, but I’d like to know the name of someone who can verify that you were in Chicago.”
He scribbled a name and number on a business card, handed it to me. 
“Call this guy. He can tell you where I was most of the week. And you can verify where I was over the weekend. I saw where you checked out yesterday. I decided to wait until this morning, hoping to get some time with Longworth to see what he’s got lined up.”
“And did you get to talk to him?”
“Well, he wasn’t in the talking mood, after what happened there this weekend. I still can’t believe this isn’t some kind of play.”
“Well, it’s not, Mr. McArthur. By the way, do you own any boots?”
“Boots? Yeah, I’ve got a pair, and I sure could have used them this weekend. Of course, it wasn’t too bad. I was only outside to check in and check out.”
“May I see your boots?”
“Sure. You have footprints of the killer escaping?”
“Something like that.”
He reached into the closet, handed me the boots. I almost dropped them when I turned them over. They were the boots the man who left me the note wore. 
“Mr. McArthur, does anyone else have a key to your apartment?”
“You have some funny questions, Lieutenant.” When he saw how serious I was, he answered. “Only Mrs. Crouch.”
“No one else.”
He shook his head “no.” I made a quick decision, decided to let McArthur know some things, to see how he’d react.
“Mr. McArthur, these are the same boots worn by the man who left me a note late Thursday night telling me that there would be a murder at Overlook Inn over the weekend.”
“But that can’t be, Lieutenant. I was in Chicago. You can check. Maybe it’s boots like those.”
“No, Mr. McArthur, it’s these boots. See how they’re worn right there,” I said, pointing to the outside edge of one of the boots. “It’s these boots. I assume you didn’t take these boots to Chicago with you.”
“No, Lieutenant. They were in that closet,” he said, motioning to the door in front of us. 
He seemed as stumped as I was, but then I remembered, like   all   the   others,   he was an actor.   Oh, I’d check his whereabouts, but now I wanted to see how someone could’ve broken into his apartment. 
“If you’ll excuse us a moment, Mr. McArthur, we’ll be right back.” 
I motioned for Lou to follow me out into the hall, then asked him to go outside and check the windows for forced entry, while I did the same with the door to the apartment. With the building setting at street level, that meant it would be easy for someone to enter an apartment through one of its windows. While Lou checked outside, I check the three windows on the inside, to make sure that each window was locked. They were.
Our efforts revealed nothing. No one had broken into McArthur’s apartment from the inside or the outside, although doing so would not have taken much effort. Still, there were no scratches on the door or any of the windows. The locks wouldn’t have deterred a real burglar, but then Oppenheimer Arms wasn’t in the high rent district. 
“Mr. McArthur, are you sure that you gave a key to no one else. None of the other tenants. Not Mr. Longworth.”
“No one but Mrs. Crouch.”
I would check with Mrs. Crouch before I left, but I didn’t expect she would’ve given McArthur’s key to anyone, or would admit to entering his apartment without his knowledge. 
We had nothing more to gain by continuing to question McArthur. If something came up, we would return. I asked him if he planned to leave town again soon, but he said not for another couple of weeks. I told him to let me know before he left. He looked concerned. Afraid.
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Lou and I walked out silently, and made our way to the last apartment, number eight. I knocked, but no one answered. I knocked again. Still, no one came to the door. I heard no noises from within. It was time to return to Mrs. Crouch’s apartment to ask her a few more questions.
She opened the door. 
“Back again, Lieutenant.”
“Yes, Mrs. Crouch. This won’t take long. I just have a few questions to ask you after talking to some of the tenants.”
She opened the door to let us in, again offered us coffee, which we again declined. 
“Mrs. Crouch, I just have a few questions about some of your tenants. Let’s begin with Mr. Rothschild. Have you ever seen him walk?”
“Never.”
“What about when he gets his mail or goes somewhere?”
“Each time I’ve seen him get his mail, he’s in his chair. He seldom goes anywhere, but on the few occasions that he has, I’ve seen the painful look on his face as he struggles to put his chair in the back while holding on to the door for support. He never gets out in bad weather, and he has his groceries delivered. Some of us check with him from time to time, when we’re going out, to see if he needs anything. Sometimes, one of the men or I pick up something for him.”
“Let’s move on to Mr. Mulroney. He claims he was in and out this weekend. Did you see him at any time over the weekend?”
“No, but I seldom pay any attention to noises. The only noises I ever hear are when someone comes in the front door or gets his mail. Few people use the front door, because our residents seldom have guests, and all of our residents park out back. I seldom hear anyone walking down the hall, or opening the door to his apartment.”
“Okay, now about Mr. Profitt. He said his sister visited him last week. Did you by any chance meet her?”
“Yes, on Friday morning. Mr. Profitt knocked on my door, introduced his sister, and asked me if I’d be willing to take pictures of the two of them outdoors.”
“Why outdoors?”
“Well, Mr. Profitt’s sister seldom sees snow, and she was so excited to see all this white stuff. I think if they’d been younger she’d have talked her brother into making a snowman, but she told me that she’s afraid to drive in it. I don’t like driving in the stuff, myself.”
“Do you have any idea how long Mr. Profitt’s sister was here?”
“She got here sometime early last week, left early this morning.”
“And how do you know that, if you only saw her the one time?”
“She kept her car parked out front, on the street. Every time I looked out to check and see if we had any more snow or any of it had melted, the car was there. It’s possible they went somewhere in it, but if so, they didn’t go much.” 
“You’re so helpful, Mrs. Crouch. Let’s move on to Mr. McArthur.”
“Nice man, Mr. McArthur. He’s our youngest tenant.”
“Do you by any chance have a key to his apartment?”
“I have a key to every apartment.”
“Why’s that, Mrs. Crouch?”
“In case any of the gentlemen accidentally lock their keys in the apartment, or in their automobile. Or, as in the case this past week when a workman needed to get into an apartment for some repairs and the tenant wasn’t at home.”
“And whose apartment was that, Mrs. Crouch?”
“Mr. McArthur’s. A plumber stopped by, said that Mr. McArthur called and said a faucet was leaking. It’s strange that Mr. McArthur didn’t let me know the plumber was coming, because our tenants usually do if they’re not going to be home, just to make sure I’ll be home to let them in.”
“Did you recognize the plumber?”
“No, but he had his credentials, and he works for the company we usually use.”
“And what company is that?”
“Burris Plumbing.”
“And what day was he here?”
“I believe it was Thursday. Yeah, it was, because he said he felt we’d get more snow than those few flurries that had been predicted. Maybe he should become a weather forecaster and let the weather forecaster learn how to be a plumber.”
I’d check with McArthur before I left to see if he called the plumber, then check with Burris Plumbing to see if they sent anyone out. If someone did come out, was the guy really a plumber, an actor in disguise, or someone else?
“Mrs. Crouch, I have one more tenant I want to ask you about, then I’ll be through. Do you have any idea where the man in apartment eight is?”
“Bob Gravitt should be in his apartment. His car’s here. I noticed this morning that it hasn’t been moved since before the snowstorm. Maybe you didn’t knock very loud.”
“I knocked a couple of times, Mrs. Crouch, and I knocked loud enough for anyone inside to hear me.”
“Well, maybe he was in the shower.”
“Now, that’s a possibility. Just in case, I’d like for you to let me have his key. I just want to make sure he’s okay.”
“Promise you’ll knock again before you go in. I don’t want him to get mad at me.”
“I promise, Mrs. Crouch. And if he doesn’t answer, I’ll even call out after I open the door, before I go in.”
She got the key for me. I promised to return it as soon as we were through with it. After finding out what make of car Bob Gravitt drove, as well as the rest of the tenants, Lou and I stood, thanked her, and walked out. I motioned for Lou to walk to the back door with me. I wanted to check out the cars behind the building. 
 
+++
 
Lou and I stood on the back porch, studying the parked cars. Only three of the cars hadn’t been moved since before the snowstorm. I consulted my list and learned that those three cars belonged to Arthur Rothschild, the man in the wheelchair; Virgil Profitt, the man whose sister had visited; and Bob Gravitt, the man who hadn’t answered his door. Was Gravitt in the shower, did he have something to hide, or was he incapable of answering the door? We would soon find out. 
Before going to Gravitt’s door, I knocked again at McArthur's apartment, eager to see if he’d called a plumber, and if so, why he didn’t tell me about it. It turned out McArthur knew nothing about a plumber, or said he didn’t. Could it be that McArthur called the plumber in case the boots were found in his apartment? That way he could blame someone else. Did someone else call the plumber? Or was there a plumber? I planned to at least answer the last question as soon as we left Oppenheimer Arms. 
 
+++
 
I walked to the adjacent apartment, knocked again at the door to number eight. Still, no response.  I knocked again, then tried the key. I opened the door and was about to call out when I realized that there was no reason to call out.  I whispered to Lou to guard the door, to see that no curiosity seekers forced their way inside, and then I went in, looking for the body.
I found Bob Gravitt lying on the floor, a chair and desk nearby. On the desk I saw several items that could alter the way a person looked. Evidently, Gravitt planned a weekend at Overlook Inn, but died before he could carry out his plans. 
I walked over to the phone, held the receiver with my handkerchief, and dialed Frank Harris’s direct number.
“Frank, Cy here. I’ve got another one.”
“Are you back at that inn looking for bodies?”
“No, Frank. But I have good news and bad news. The good news is this body is closer to you. The bad news is my guess is that this guy was killed the same way as the others, and at the same time. He’s been here a while, Frank.”
I gave Frank the address and asked that he bring a fingerprint crew with him. While we were at it, we would go over the apartments of the other deceased tenants. I wondered how Mrs. Crouch would take having three vacancies in the building. 
 
+++
 
While we waited on Frank and the fingerprint team, I locked the apartment and the two of us went back to see Mrs. Crouch and asked for two more keys. As we waited, we took a candy break. I had eaten and savored three almonds and who knows how many fat grams of chocolate before Frank arrived. Lou managed to devour most of a package of M&Ms and refrained from kicking the two he dropped. I had spotted a broom on the front porch, and swept Lou’s M&Ms out into the snow, where they would stand out until the first candy-eating-animal devoured them. When Frank pulled up behind Lightning, I carefully rewrapped my Hershey Almond bar and got ready to go back to work.
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While Frank checked out Bob Gravitt’s body, I sent the print crew to check for prints in apartments four and five. As expected, they came up empty. Both apartments contained only one set of clear prints and few smudged ones. As they left one apartment, Lou and I cased the joint, hoping to find something that would solve the case for us. We found no notes left by a murderer with a guilty conscience. Nothing in either apartment seemed like a clue. We were coming out of Plankton’s apartment when we saw Frank. He was about to whisk the body away to the morgue. 
“Cy, I’d appreciate it if you call me a little sooner next time.”
“I knew how busy you were Frank, and I wanted you to pace yourself. I also wanted to keep this one as an ace in the hole, just in case someone messed up and said something about playing cards with Gravitt over the weekend.”
We waited for Frank to remove the body, then stepped inside the apartment while holding handkerchiefs over our mouths and noses. The place was a few plug-in air fresheners short of a baby’s nursery. It was the kind of place I wanted to walk into when I had a bad cold. Lou and I unlocked and opened a couple of windows to air the place out, then did a quick search of the premises.  We had no plan to check out the place inch by inch. If Gravitt had sewn his fortune into his mattress, I would stay a poor man. The smell was almost enough to make a man lose his appetite. Almost, but not quite.
 
+++
 
It was after six before we got through at Oppenheimer Arms. Too late to stop by Burris Plumbing. That chore would have to wait until the next day. I planned to stop by early, just in case they did send a plumber to McArthur’s apartment. If so, I wanted to talk to the guy and find out how he fit into our case, if at all. 
Just as we were getting ready to leave the building, we ran into Profitt.
“Hey, Lieutenant! I just printed the pictures my sister took when she was here. Want to see them?”
I did want to see them and was glad he offered to show them to me. I was particularly interested in the pictures he took that showed which cars were at the apartment building on Friday morning. His sister took some nice pictures, as did Mrs. Crouch, and something told me they might help us solve the case. I thought even more so when I remembered the message God had given Lou that morning. 
“Mr. Profitt, would you mind if I borrowed these four pictures? I won’t let anything happen to them, and I’ll return them ASAP.” I imagine Profitt wondered why I was interested in pictures his sister had taken, but he agreed to let me have them. When we had time, I wanted the two of us to study them, maybe even get them blown up and see if any of them might tell us something we didn’t already know.
 
+++
 
Lou and I had a couple of errands to run, which had nothing to do with the case.  When we finished, we were off again to the Blue Moon. Even a couple of men looking for a murderer had to eat.
While I drove, Lou and I discussed the case. 
“So, what do you think, Lou?”
“About today?’
“About anything.”
“I was just thinking about the people we met today. None of them came across as the murderer. Even Mulroney, who lied to us. In a way, Longworth seems like the most likely suspect, but I don’t see why he’d have done it, with the guys dying at the inn.”
“Supposedly, Longworth didn’t know anyone was coming to the inn. If he did it, he probably thought that each of the three guys would die in his apartment and might not be discovered for days.”
“One of them wasn’t.”
“Don’t remind me, Lou.”
“At this moment, my frontrunner would have to be the guy we haven’t met yet, the plumber. At least we know he was in one of the apartments. The one with the boots.”
“Well, we should know more about him in the morning.”
“So, what’re you thinking, Cy?” 
“I’m thinking anybody could’ve done these guys in, but nobody could have left me the note.”
“What you mean by that?”
“I mean snow. Anybody could’ve walked in this place Wednesday and waxed these guys, but nobody could’ve left the note at my place because of the snow.”
“The snow wasn’t that deep.”
‘It has nothing to do with deep. It has to do with footprints.”
“But whoever it was left footprints.”
“You’ve got me all mixed up. I don’t mean footprints. I mean tire tracks. Remember how nothing had messed up the snow when we got to the inn on Friday. Half our suspects were at the inn.  Now, let’s look at the others. Rothschild can’t walk, but that doesn’t matter. His car hasn’t been moved since the snowstorm. Neither has Profitt’s. And McArthur was out of town. Who’s left, Lou?”
“Remember, Cy, that inn has tunnels underneath. What if one of those tunnels leads out to the bridge. Our murderer walks across the bridge to some place where he’s stashed a car. As for the those guys who were here, Profitt could’ve taken his sister’s car. McArthur could’ve sneaked back into town earlier than he told us. And Rothschild could’ve called a taxi. And then, who’s this plumber guy? Where does he fit in?”
“I don’t buy the tunnel to the bridge. I think all those guys were tucked in for the night, unless maybe everybody thought someone was there, but he really wasn’t. Sort of like when Mulroney checks in the second time, but sneaks out on us. Come to think of it, we didn’t see anybody except Longworth and his wife until well after we checked in. It could be that an employee or a guest left the inn before the snow hit and returned after we checked in. Then, they could’ve gotten out and back in without making tracks. All I know is we can’t check now. There have been so many cars in and out of that driveway that we won’t be able to tell one tire track from another. As for the rest of our suspects, I don’t know about the plumber, but I doubt if Rothschild called a taxi. Too easy to trace, although I’ll check it out tomorrow. And McArthur has an alibi. As for Profitt, what’s his motive? He doesn’t even know any of these people.”
“Or so he says.”
“There has to be something we haven’t thought of. Maybe even something obvious.”
Lou and I discussed the case all the way to the Blue Moon. As we arrived, we decided that things might fit together better if we thought about them on a full stomach. 
 
+++
 
We ate and I dropped Lou off at his place. Both of us needed to unwind before another busy day on the case. I had no idea what the next day held for us, but I planned to take off my thinking cap and enjoy the evening, or at least part of it. I planned to go to bed earlier than normal.  
Most of the time, I vary my entertainment, but I was on a Lucy kick. I finally owned every DVD episode of I Love Lucy and planned to pick up where I’d left off with the first year’s shows. I just hoped that nothing I watched that evening had Lucy donning a disguise. I’d had enough disguises to last me a while.
I was almost upon my driveway before I noticed another one of Overlook Inn’s guests had checked out. It was too late. She’d spotted me. The busy day I’d experienced allowed me to forget about her. I could forget no longer. My gloom had changed to doom. I had trouble getting my seat belt off. My neighbor charged up my driveway and was standing by my car door before I could open it. Not nearly close enough for a whack and an “oops,” but way too close to suit me. That yippy mutt of hers stood next to her, just far enough away to avoid a swift kick. Evidently the mutt had overcome its fear of snow.
“Well, Miss Humphert. I’m sorry you had to cut short your vacation at the inn.”
“Oh, Cyrus, it was so depressing. Knowing that you were so close, and yet too busy to visit me in my room.”
“Oh, but I did visit you, Miss Humphert. Remember when I offered to hang your dog out the window?”
“Cyrus, you know you adore Twinkle Toes.”
“Almost as much as poison ivy. So what can I do for you? I still have work to do.” 
“Oh, Cyrus. You don’t know how it warms my heart to know you still care, even when you’re in the middle of your little police work.”
“Miss Humphert, I can’t begin to tell you what it does to me, but you’ll have to excuse me. We have criminals to catch, you know.”
“Just in case you don’t catch any, you can always bring your handcuffs over to my place.”
“Okay, as long as you promise to try on the straitjacket first.”
I turned away before she could touch me. I hurried toward my house, hoping that my neighbor would fall down on the ice, but not until she got back on her own property. I knew better than to wish ill on my neighbor. I knew it better after taking the tumble I wished upon her. Before I could get up, she hovered over me. Even worse, that varmint of hers licked me on the nose. I wanted to wish more bad things on that woman, but I knew God didn’t want me to. I considered becoming a Catholic. My Catholic friends, sinned, went to confession, then sinned some more. I wondered if they still spoke Latin. I would have to ask one of them. English was hard enough. I certainly didn’t want to learn a language that no one spoke outside of a church service, but then I heard that Catholics speak English now. I’d have to ask someone. 
I grasped hold of something, lifted myself to my feet, and gingerly walked into the house. I went to the bathroom to wash the doggy licks off my nose before an infection set in. Boy, did I need an episode of I Love Lucy . Fifteen minutes later, I’d forgotten all about a murderer, and all about a neighbor with a dog. Sometimes it’s good to have amnesia.
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When I went to bed Monday night, I set the alarm. I don’t usually do that, and most of the time I wake up at a reasonable hour, but we had so many things to do Tuesday morning. I wasn’t sure what time Sam got up, so when I opened my blurry eyes for the first time on Tuesday morning I stumbled to the shower to wake up. It worked. By the time I stepped out, got dressed, and spent my time with God, I felt that Sam would be up. 
“I had a feeling I’d be hearing from you, Cy.”
“Yeah, sorry to say, but the murderer hasn’t confessed yet.”
“Well, I don’t have any confessions for you, Cy, but I do have a couple of people with motives.”
“Shoot.”
“Well, I checked out all the people at the inn. The Mitchusons seem so squeaky clean that I might name my children after them.”
“Your children are grown, Sam.”
“Okay, grandchildren. Also, as far as I can tell, Mrs. Longworth didn’t know any of the deceased. Neither did Michael, the sous chef.” The name sous chef brought back unpleasant memories. “However, I did find out a couple of juicy tidbits. Guess who took out an insurance policy on Carter Thornton?”
“The long lost Mrs. Thornton who is currently sunning herself somewhere on the Riviera.”
“Try Sidney Longworth.”
“Longworth? Were they related?”
“No, but if it turns out that Longworth isn’t the murderer, then he’ll have another million dollars to play with.”
“Or if he doesn’t get caught. Very interesting.”
“Wait a minute, Cy. I don’t want you to put all your motives in one basket. I have a nice little story to tell you. Shortly before the Overlook Inn shut down last time, one of the actors got drunk, totaled his car, and went off to meet our Maker. His name was Richard Le Blanc. His brother is Antoine Le Blanc, otherwise known as the chef at the Overlook Inn. It turns out that Richard got drunk when another actor got a part he felt he should have landed, and on his way home, his car slid off the road and hit a tree head-on. At the funeral, many people heard Antoine threaten the life of the guy who landed the part, Carter Thornton.”
“Does Longworth know that Richard was Antoine’s brother?”
“That I can’t tell you.”
“Anything else you have for me?”
“Yes, both Longworth and Le Blanc were in town on Wednesday afternoon. They weren’t together, but they were in town, not at the inn.”
“It keeps getting curiouser and curiouser.”
“I’ll see what else I can find out, Cy. It took me until late last night to learn this much. Now, I imagine you have more for me.”
“Yes, we found another body last night, so at least we can cross one actor off our suspect list, but there are some more I want you to check on. Get ready to write.”
“I’m always ready to write. Go ahead.”
“First, check on a guy by the name of Arthur Rothschild. He  was  one  of  the  actors when the inn was open before, and he’s still in town. I think it was in ’97 when he fell off the stage  at  the  inn  and  broke  his  leg. It never healed properly. Check and see what you can find out about his condition, and try to locate any doctor who might have treated him. I want to know whether or not he can walk. Next, there’s another actor, Tony McArthur. Supposedly he was out of town when these murders took place. Chicago. He gave me the name of a guy who can verify this. Tom Smithers. His number is 312-555-0478. McArthur told me that he was up there to try out for a play that will open in a few months at the Red Barn Dinner Theater. Supposedly, it’s a well known place. Also, check and see if McArthur was registered at the any of the hotels off I-290 or -294. He claims to have been there on Wednesday and Thursday nights. Also, check out Martin Mulroney, another actor. He was a guest at the inn last weekend, disguised as two different characters over the course of the weekend. He’s already lied to me. See if he’s clean, or not. While you’re at it, check out a guy named Virgil Profitt. He’s new to the area, claims he doesn’t really know any of these people. Also, see if you can find out anything juicy about the manager of Oppenheimer Arms, Lena Crouch. When you finish that, you might as well see what you can find out about the three victims; Carter Thornton, Matthew Simon, and Bob Gravitt. Maybe we can find something to connect them to one of our suspects, something that we don’t already know. For starters, see if any of them had a will, and if Simon or Gravitt had insurance policies, and if so, who will benefit from their deaths.”
“Let’s see, Cy. We’re just past the middle of January. How about getting back to me about mid-April?”
“You mean you won’t have all this by noon?”
“I’ll see what I can do. I’ll probably have to give it to you in bits and pieces. I might have some of the easier stuff by tomorrow, but don’t expect a thorough report.”
“That’s fine. And if you find out any other juicy stuff about Longworth or Antoine Le Blanc, let me know.” 
“I assume you’ll be waiting at home until I get back to you.”
“I wish.”
“See you later, Cy. It looks like I’ve got a lot of work to do.”
“Me, too,” I muttered to myself after I hung up the phone. It was almost 8:00 by the time I got off the phone with Sam. I made a quick call to Lou to let him know I was on my way. I could tell he was surprised I was ready to leave so early.
 
+++
 
I looked up the address for Burris Plumbing. I recognized the street. Lou and I would stop by there before chowing down at the Blue Moon. If it turned out this guy worked for Burris Plumbing, I wanted to talk to him before he left to make calls.
It was 8:27 when we pulled up in front of a white concrete building on Jackson Street. The aged sign said Burris Plumbing. There was a cargo van out front that echoed that statement. I opened the door and eyeballed a woman behind a desk, a woman who looked like she didn’t have many more years before retirement. I asked to speak to someone in charge.
“I’m Mrs. Burris, how may I help you?”
I flashed my credentials and opened my mouth. 
“We’re wondering if anyone from Burris Plumbing made a call at an apartment at Oppenheimer Arms, 462 Linden Place, on Thursday. The customer’s name would be Tony McArthur. The apartment number seven.” 
“It sounds familiar. Let me check.” 
She wheeled her chair around, and hit some keys and made some clicks on her computer. The computer seemed to be the only thing in the office purchased within the last thirty years, and seemed about as out of place as if it had been in my house. In just a few seconds she confirmed that their firm made a call to that address on Thursday. 
“Would it be possible to talk to the man who made the call?”
“I’m afraid that would be impossible. Even if he was still with us, he would be out on calls by now. Most of our men are out of here by 8:15.”
The words “even if he was still with us” stuck in my throat. 
“You mean he’s no longer with your outfit? It was just last Thursday when he made the call.”
“It was an unusual situation. One of our men broke his arm and was out of commission for a few weeks. About a month ago, a man named Ray Phelps stopped in and asked if we could use a man temporarily. He said he would be in town for a few weeks and needed some work. My husband took him out on some calls one day to see if he knew anything about plumbing. My husband returned and said he was as good as anyone we had, and offered him the job until Thomas came back. It worked out well for everyone involved. Thomas received his okay to return to work last week, and Ray Phelps left town over the weekend.”
“Do you have an address for Phelps?”
“No, Lieutenant, I’m sorry. We don’t.”
“What about a driver’s license and social security number?”
“That I can give you, but I don’t think the address on the driver’s license will be the one he went back to. He talked as if he came into some money last week, and talked about taking some time off to do some traveling.”
I took the information. I planned to run it anyway. I thought we might get lucky.
“I don’t know if this is important or not, Lieutennt, but I remember something Ray said when he checked in that night. He said, ‘There weren’t nothing wrong with that faucet. I turned it off and on several times and it never leaked.’”
I wondered if Ray Phelps made that statement to cover his back, or if someone had lured him to the apartment. Or could it be that Phelps was someone else in disguise. I still couldn’t see how his being there could’ve benefited anyone. Maybe it would become clear in time.
“Mrs. Burris, would you happen to have a picture of Ray Phelps?”
“No, Lieutenant, I’m sorry.”
My stomach growled, letting me know I had no more questions for Mrs. Burris. If I did, I knew where she was.
 
+++
 
As we got back into the car, I remembered to ask Lou what clue God had given him for that day. 
“Tracks and more tracks.”
I had no idea what it meant, but I hoped it meant we would soon be on the right track. I shuddered as I wondered if it meant that someone would be making tracks back to my house. Or if tracks might lead us to another body. We had enough bodies. And too many suspects. Who would’ve thought that the more bodies that turned up, the more names we added to our suspect list? Would we continue to add names?
Lou and I had a scrumptious breakfast at the Blue Moon, then drove out to Overlook Inn to see what Longworth and Le Blanc had to say. On the drive out, we discussed the case.
“Lou, last night we focused on opportunity. Let’s say we take a look at some people’s motives.”
“Shoot, Cy.”
“Well, we now know that Longworth and Le Blanc had motives to kill at least Carter Thornton. Maybe the others, too. Who else ranks high on our suspect list?”
“Well, there’s Arthur Rothschild. He may still be angry about his fall, and jealous some of the other actors would be going back to work with Longworth. If he could walk, I’d rank him right up there close to the others. Of course, he may be able to walk. We don’t know yet. Plus, whoever came to your place   came   in Tony McArthur’s boots.   Maybe McArthur didn’t go to Chicago, or came back earlier than everyone thinks. Martin Mulroney might be a jealous actor, too. Less competition might mean more parts for him. Only Virgil Profitt and Lena Crouch seem to be without a motive, but many times the least likely suspect’s the one who did it. And of course, we have no idea if the plumber fits into this thing. Could he be someone we know, or someone we don’t know who happens to know enough about plumbing to get a job and fake a service call? Could he, or someone else, have been planning this thing for a long time? Did anyone other than Longworth know that the Overlook Inn Theater would be operating again? Or did he really plan to open it again? Could it be that reopening the theater was all a ruse in order for Longworth to murder Thornton and make it look like someone else had it in for Longworth or Thornton? And could it be that the other murders were committed simply to muddy the waters and make our jobs more difficult?”
“Good questions, Lou. Too bad we don’t have any good answers to go along with them.”
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We drove the rest of the way to the inn in silence, both of us thinking, wondering if there was something we had forgotten. 
There was no new snow and no ice on the roads, so other than driving on a road that would’ve made a good test track the drive to the inn was uneventful.
I drove over the bridge in record time and navigated the circular driveway to the front of the inn. We got out and climbed the front steps. I opened the front door to the inn and, after wandering around for a few minutes, located Longworth. I could tell he was surprised to see us and not very happy about our reunion.
“Why, hello, Lieutenant. I didn’t expect to see you again so soon.”
“I seem to have that effect on people.”
“We don’t have any guests today, so I’m sorry I can’t offer you anything to eat.”
“I guess I should’ve called ahead.”
“Wait a minute, I’ll see if we have any food left.”
“No, that’s okay. We just ate.”
“Too bad. We had pancakes with strawberries and whipped cream today.”
“Well, if it’s not any trouble, you can check. Maybe we can eat and talk at the same time.” The word “talk” seemed to startle him.
Longworth wandered away, probably to have a conference with his wife to see if either of them could figure out why we’d returned. He came back a few minutes later with two plates loaded with pancakes, topped with strawberries and whipped cream. Mrs. Longworth carried two kinds of syrup, and Justin carried a pitcher of orange juice, which he sat down, then went back to the kitchen and returned with two glasses. 
I wanted to make Longworth sweat. Only the three of us sat at the table. Lou and I took a few bites of pancakes before I opened my mouth to talk. I started off easy on him to make him comfortable and overconfident, then sprang my trap. I pulled the picture of Virgil Profitt and his sister from my pocket, handed it to Longworth. I didn’t expect this to unnerve him.
“Do you recognize either of those people, Mr. Longworth?”
He took his time, looked it over before answering. “No, should I?”
“One of them’s an actor.”
“Not anyone I ever worked with.”
“Speaking of acting, have you ever acted, Mr. Longworth?”
“On occasion.”
“Give me a for instance.”
“Like if I wanted a break from directing, or it became necessary.”
“You mean if an actor gets murdered just before the curtain goes up.”
Longworth seemed unnerved, then smiled. 
“Something like that. We have understudies for each part, in case an actor gets sick. Only once have I had to step into a major role. I played Willie Loman in Death of a Salesman.”
I wonder what part he played in the death of a actor. So Longworth admitted he was capable of adapting a persona. I figured as much, but had no idea if he’d admit it.
It was time to hit him with what brought me to the inn.
“Get into town much, Mr. Longworth?”
It seemed like the question didn’t bother him as much as I thought it would, but then he seemed guarded, like he was wondering what questions would follow.
“Not too often this time of year. I don’t like to go into town during the winter. Unless I have to.”
“When was the last time you made it in to Hilldale?”
“I can’t say. I’m not real good with dates, unless it has to do with a function at the inn or something special.”
“Would you believe it was only last Wednesday?”
“Really! Tell me, Lieutenant, have you had someone watching me?”
“No, if I had, Mr. Longworth, I wouldn’t be here today.”
“So, I’m still a suspect, am I, Lieutenant?”
“Not any more than anyone else. I’m just checking on some things. Tell me, Mr. Longworth, now that you’ve had a few minutes to think about it, why were you in town last Wednesday?”
“Oh, I had a few errands to run. Just in case Thursday’s snow amounted to anything, I wanted to get everything done before the snow hit. Good thing I did, too.”
“I understand Mr. Le Blanc went into town on Wednesday, too.”
“Who?”
“Le Blanc. Antoine. Your chef.”
“Oh, yeah. I always forget Antoine’s last name.”
“Did you know he went into town, too?”
“Come to think of it, my wife did mention that he left shortly after I did.”
“Did he have errands to run, too?”
“He did. Like most chefs, Antoine likes to choose the ingredients he uses in his cooking. He goes shopping from time to time. He just happened to choose the same day I did, probably for the same reason.”
“How long have you known Antoine?”
“Not long. When we decided to reopen the inn, we ran ads in some of the top food magazines and newspapers and talked to friends who operate cooking schools. We interviewed several top chefs, and then invited some of them to the inn to cook for us before we made our choice and our offer. Antoine accepted our first offer, something that is not always the case in this business.”
“So, you’d never met Antoine prior to his coming here?”
“Not that I know of. It might be possible, but he didn’t look familiar.”
“When you hired him, did you realize that he was Richard Le Blanc’s brother?”
Either Longworth too was a good actor, or he was stunned to learn this. 
“He was poor Richard’s brother?”
“No, Poor Richard was the almanac guy. He was Richard Le Blanc’s brother.”
“Honestly, Lieutenant, I didn’t know that.”
“Would you have hired him if you’d known?”
“I don’t know. I really don’t know. Of course we never asked him about his family. And I wouldn’t fire him now. I won’t even bring this up to him, unless you do.”
“Oh, I will, Mr. Longworth. But let’s get back to you. I understand you’re going to be a wealthy man, if it turns out you’re not the murderer I’m looking for.”
“How’s that, Lieutenant?”
I banged my fist on the table, almost upsetting my plate. Longworth jumped. 
“Oh, come now, Mr. Longworth. Did you think we wouldn’t find out about Carter Thornton’s insurance policy?”
“I was hoping you wouldn’t. It doesn’t look good for me, does it, Lieutenant?”
“Well, let’s just say that for the time being you’re not in the race by yourself.  Other people have things they haven’t revealed to us, either. Of course money is one of the top motives for committing a crime.”
“I know. That’s the reason I didn’t tell you. Let me put my cards on the table, such as they are. I didn’t kill Carter Thornton, and I don’t know who did. He was the best actor I’ve ever encountered. He was excited about the theater at the inn reopening. He was willing to come on board, and even signed a contract that he would work for me exclusively for the next two years. I took out the insurance policy for precautionary purposes. Health reasons mainly, although I didn’t know of anything wrong with Carter. He was young, and in a way I thought of him as a son. I would much rather have a living Carter Thornton than one million dollars. Mr. Oppenheimer provided me with everything I will ever need.”
“So let’s see if I have this right, Mr. Longworth. You knew the man who registered as Myles Mycroft was really Carter Thornton.”
“It was my idea for him to spend the weekend at the inn. When I found out there would be other guests, I called him and told him to come in some sort of disguise, so no one else would recognize him. I guess that didn’t work. The reason he had a room away from the other guests was that it was easier for the two of us to get together and discuss possibilities for reopening the theater at the inn.”
“Is it possible that someone overheard any part of your discussions with Thornton and decided to do away with him?”
“It’s possible, Lieutenant, but I doubt it. The two of us never spoke business around anyone else.”
“What about the other dead man? Matthew Simon? Did you know that Arthur Plankton and Matthew Simon were one and the same?”
“No, Lieutenant. I did not.”
“So you had no idea who the second victim was until I showed you the pictures the other morning.”
“I expected it to be someone I knew, but I had no idea who. His disguise fooled me, as would Carter’s, if I hadn’t known he was coming.” 
“So, you never heard anyone threaten Carter Thornton’s life?”
“Sure I did. Richard Le Blanc, for one. Even Arthur Rothschild was bitter after his accident, but I don’t think he ever threatened anyone’s life. Other actors were jealous of Carter, but I don’t think they were jealous enough to kill him. Martin Mulroney was a little miffed one time when he got passed over, and I selected Carter instead. But there’s a big difference between being miffed and committing murder.
“By the way, one reason I didn’t go to Richard’s funeral was because I knew that I wasn’t high on his list at that moment. I discouraged all of our actors from attending, and it was probably good that I did. Some of his family blamed me and some of my actors for his death.”
He paused, briefly, seemed unnerved.
“Something wrong, Mr. Longworth?”
“It just occurred to me that Antoine was part of that family. I assume he was bitter, too. Evidently he isn’t still bitter, or he wouldn’t have come to work for me.”
“Or it could be why he did come to work for you.”
If Longworth was unnerved before, he was stricken by my most recent comment. 
“You don’t really believe that Antoine murdered these men and will try to murder me, too, do you?”
“To be quite candid with you, Mr. Longworth, I don’t know what to believe right now. But I would like to talk to Antoine while I’m here. Is he in?”
“Yes, usually he’s already busy preparing lunch by this time, but since it is only those of us who live here, he doesn’t cook quite so elaborately for us as he does for guests. I imagine he’s in his room. Would you like for me to get him for you?”
“No, just show us where we can find his room.”
 
+++
 
Longworth led us behind the check-in desk and down a hall until he stopped at a door. 
“This is his room. I will be in the lobby area if you need me.”
I knocked on the door, and Antoine answered my knock. When he opened the door, I suspected that I wasn’t the highlight of his day, either. 
“You’re the police lieutenant, aren’t you?”
“I am, and I have a few more questions I’d like to ask involving our investigation.” 
I doubted if Antoine knew either Profitt or his sister, but I showed him the picture anyway. He didn’t recognize either of them. I put the picture back in my pocket, and resumed my questions. 
“Why were you in town on Wednesday?”
“That doesn’t have anything to do with your investigation.”
“I won’t tell you how to cook. You don’t tell me how to investigate. Please answer the question.”
“I do my own shopping. I don’t like for others to select my ingredients at the market. My reputation is at stake, not someone else’s. I use only the best ingredients in my dishes.”
After listening to his commercial, I continued my questioning. 
“Did you do anything else while you were in town, other than shop?”
“No.”
“When you applied for the position here, why didn’t you tell Mr. Longworth who your brother was?”
“I wanted to be judged strictly by my dishes. Nothing else.”
“But didn’t you threaten revenge against Longworth and some of the actors who worked with him, at your brother’s funeral?”
“That was a long time ago. My brother had just died. I was very bitter.”
“And you are no longer bitter?”
“I’ve put the past behind me.”
“Ever do any acting, Antoine?”
“I left that to my brother.” 
“Thank you. That will be all, but please don’t leave town.”
“I don’t plan to go anywhere, except to shop for my dishes.”
 
+++
 
Lou and I got up, excused ourselves, and followed the serpentine hallway back to the check-in desk. As we stepped from behind the counter, we saw Longworth sitting beside a window, deep in thought. He looked up, saw us, and got up to greet us.
“It seems he’s not as big of a suspect as I.”
“How do you figure that, Mr. Longworth?”
“You didn’t ask him as many questions.”
“Sometimes it takes only one question to get a confession.”
“You mean he confessed?”
“Not yet. Both of you are still in the race. I’m just checking with everyone, eliminating anyone I can from the field.”
“Lieutenant, I never know when you are joking and when you are serious.”
“Neither does my next-door neighbor. Goodbye for now, Mr. Longworth, and thanks for the pancakes. If we owe you anything, bill the department.”
Lou grinned at me as soon as he shut the door of the inn. He was used to my antics. We stood and looked at the area in front of us. Nothing had changed. Everything before us was white or brown, except for a yellow bug that stood guard over the entrance.  Lightning looked magnificent in front of that white background. Maybe some of the snow had melted, but most of it remained. 
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We crossed the bridge which connected Overlook Inn to the outside world and had gone only a couple hundred feet when Lou hollered. I thought something had bitten him. It’s not often that Lou hollers when I’m driving. His sudden ejaculation took me so much by surprise I hit the brakes. I turned to my partner and realized he was pointing.
“Look, Cy. See those tracks. A car’s been in and out of there recently.”
I looked where he pointed. There was a partial clearing in the trees and tire tracks leading down to some place I couldn’t see. The trees kept anyone driving toward the inn from seeing where the tracks went, but if someone looked closely, they could see them as we headed back toward town. 
“Come on, Lou. Let’s see what we can find.”
“You’re just going to leave Lightning here.”
“Well, I wouldn’t want to take any chances in getting stuck down there, and I doubt if anyone comes down this road for a while. Let’s see where these tracks lead.”
In the first few feet, the makeshift driveway dropped steeply from the road, then leveled off. All in all, it wasn’t more than three feet down, but with my body I could do a lot of damage in three feet. We stood still looking for the best way down the hill. There was no best way. Putting one hand down, I tried to descend at a snail’s pace. It didn’t work. While I didn’t  fall,  I  didn’t  stop  until  I  braced  myself  against   the rapidly approaching tree. Lou tried to learn from my mistake. Evidently, I’d made no mistake. Lou came to a stop two trees over. We stood still until our breathing returned to normal. Well, normal except for the fact that we could still see our breaths in the cold. So far, so good. We had stopped with all of our body parts intact. I had heard no crunching metal from above, and no crunching bones from within. I looked at Lou to get an idea what I might look like.
“Don’t look at me, Cy. You’re the one who’s always getting us in trouble with these downhill treks of yours.”
“No one’s blaming you, Lou. Now, that we’re on relatively level ground, let’s see where these tracks lead.”
What looked like relatively level ground was actually a slight incline. Slight to a normal person. Severe to someone of my girth. We trudged up the incline. Not up the hill we had rapidly descended, but one toward town, between two stands of trees. The tracks led to a trailer, but there was no car in sight. Whoever had driven there had left. We decided to check out the trailer to see what we could learn.
From the weather-beaten look of the outside of the trailer, it had probably been setting there for quite some time. Regardless of how long it had been there, it had been somewhere for a long time. Only a realtor could make it sound inviting. We plodded along in the snow until we got to the wooden steps leading to the front door of the trailer. Actually, I don’t know whether it was the front or back door, because both doors were on the same side. I just knew that I wasn’t going any farther than I had to, so I stopped at the first set of steps. 
I knocked on the door, and just as we thought, no one welcomed us inside. I tried the door and was surprised that it opened. I guess that someone figured the trailer was hidden enough so that no one would find it, so there was no need to lock it. Either that or the owner had lost the key. I opened the door, called out, and after receiving no reply, I stepped inside. I left the door open until I located a lamp and turned it on. I tried the thermostat. The heat worked. Plus, there was a kerosene heater. While it wasn’t the Ritz-Carlton, it could’ve been someone’s hideout, even in the winter. Could it be that someone from the inn had used the place, taking away an alibi that the lack of prints in the snow eliminated him or her as a suspect? What at one time seemed like a case where one of two people were guilty had escalated into one with many more suspects, including some that we hadn’t met. If someone from the inn had used an underground means of escape, he or she could have gotten to the trailer without leaving prints in the snow.
After perusing the place, it was obvious to us that it was some actor’s hideout, or home away from home. That wasn’t surprising. It seemed liked we had met only two people who had no acting experience. 
We looked through a closet, but didn’t disturb anything. There were a few articles of clothing, but nothing stood out. We checked the refrigerator. It looked like mine. There were a few things to eat in a pinch, but even a puny eater wouldn’t last more than a couple of days without going to the grocery. Still, nothing appeared to be past its prime. Someone had been there to keep things tidy, but then we already knew that. We searched the trash and looked behind the couch, but found nothing of interest. We didn’t plan to leave any evidence, either. If whoever was using the place didn’t return before our footprints went away, no one would know we’d been there.
Unable to determine any information about the trailer’s latest occupant, I opened the door and was hit by a blast of cold air. I gingerly stepped down to the ground while clutching the thin, wooden railing with my gloved hand. It wobbled enough that I knew if I fell against it, someone would have to replace the railing. While I waited on Lou to follow, I stood and looked at the tracks we had followed to the trailer. While the footprints and tracks had not been obliterated, they were not clear enough to tell who was responsible for them. As I followed them back to Lightning, all I could determine was that the tracks seemed to lead to and from the inn. In all likelihood, whoever last visited the trailer came from and returned to the inn. There was no way to determine when that visit took place. Just that someone had visited the trailer since the snowstorm on Thursday night. 
Not wanting to catch a cold, I gathered my thoughts and turned to the dilemma at hand. Our uphill venture back to the road would be harder than our downhill escapade. If I had anticipated finding the trailer, I would’ve brought a rope and tied it to Lightning, so two well-nourished men could climb back up what amounted to a three foot hill. Only three feet. There was a time that I could’ve taken a running start and made it up that hill. On second thought, I don’t think I could’ve done that in my youth. I started growing horizontally at an early age. More than likely my parents left me in a short crib too long and I had to grow some way. 
After several attempts to regain the road, we realized that one step up followed by sliding three steps down would never get us to a yellow bug that seemed so close. I considered rolling Lou up the hill, but decided against it. I wanted to live until the case was solved. Once, after repeated efforts, Lou made it up and reached out to pull me up. It didn’t work, but at least Lou was back down where I was. Only the two of us were lying in the snow, with Lou on top. It was not a pretty sight. We had met the enemy, and it was us. 
I located a copse of trees thirty feet up the road and opted for Plan B. The hill surrounded by trees was around five feet, instead of three, and we had to squeeze our husky bodies over, under, and next to protruding branches, but we hoped to regain the road using this method sometime before nightfall and before someone slid down the hill and into Lightning. By grasping a limb and pulling an arm out of its socket, we pulled ourselves up to the road. This was after one certain sergeant, who agreed to go first, released branch after branch that whacked the face of a lieutenant who followed too closely behind. 
After what seemed like no more than two or three days, our feet found asphalt. Well, there was asphalt under the snow. If we had brought a flag, we would have planted it. We had gained the summit and found the view to be good, but not good enough for déjà vu. At least, Lightning was no worse for wear.  No blind actor on a snowmobile had been out joyriding. No runaway semi ruined a policeman’s winter. At least that was something to be thankful for.
The exercise experience had weakened us so much that I shook uncontrollably and ate most of a Hershey bar and Lou downed two bags of M&Ms before either of us gained the strength it took to hightail it back to town. At least, if we embellished the details off our excursion in the woods, it would be a story that someday we could tell to someone else’s grandchildren. But for the time being, we would buckle up and follow the long and winding road back to town. 
 
+++
 
We took our time on the drive back, thankful that we didn’t have to be rescued from downhill wanderings. Lou kept his eye out for more openings on the right-hand side of the road, while I perused the trees on the left. Each time we came to an opening, I gave a sigh, and scanned the area for any recent activity. Luckily, we found no reason to leave Lightning for more exercise. God was with us. On the way back to civilization, we saw no creatures, living or dead.
 
+++
 
Forty five minutes later, we had returned to town, with no new adventures on the way. The next place on my check list of the day was a place I don’t go unless I have to, headquarters. 
Louie Palona is a master when it comes to photography, computers, or any other electric or electronic devices. He once told me that with the right program, a few clicks with a mouse, and hitting a few other keys, he could put people in places where they’d never been. Not knowing anything about a computer, and not wanting to, I decided to leave that up to him. I hoped he was lying to me. I’d had enough problems explaining the places I had been. 
All I wanted Louie to do for me was blow up three pictures. When I shared this with him, he responded with, “a piece of cake.” I wish he’d used a different expression. He made me hungry. Louie asked me if we wanted to wait, but I told him we’d come back after lunch. On the drive in to town, both Lou and I had heard the mating call of the Blue Moon. 
 
+++
 
As always, Rosie seemed thrilled to see us.
“So, Rosie, what are you going to do tonight?”
“So, you’re finally asking me out?”
“You mean you don’t already have a date?”
“You know I do. But I can leave Pat and Alex for you.”
I knew what Rosie was going to do. What Rosie did every night. Went home and watched Wheel of Fortune and Jeopardy, then cut the TV off because there was nothing else on, and reached over and picked up a good book. Rosie split her time between reading murder mysteries and romance novels. Not smut, but old-fashion romance novels. Still, not the kind of drivel a man would read. I had forgotten to tell Rosie that Lou and I were now reading whodunits. I planned to do that, just after we solved our own mystery. 
After pleasing Rosie by eating everything in sight, and resting until we could make it back to Lightning unassisted, we returned to headquarters to see what Louie had for us. He had a stack of pictures, different sizes, some with a panoramic view, others that zeroed in on a particular item. I refrained from kissing him, but thanked him profusely. I gave up kissing men when I turned five. Or was it four? Three? Definitely, six months.
I wanted to study the pictures, but there was another errand we needed to run first.  It wouldn’t take long.  I pulled up in front of Hilldale Taxi Service, and gave Lou the option of sitting in the car with the heat, or going inside with me. He opted to remain where he was. I would’ve too, except that I had no phone to call the taxi service to see if they would have someone run out front to answer my questions. I extracted myself from the car and pulled myself to a standing position. A few minutes later, I returned with the information I’d sought. Only three taxis had picked up passengers anytime after the snow stopped falling on Thursday night, and none of the pickups or drop-offs were within a mile of my house or Oppenheimer Arms. Whoever paid me a visit had driven his or her own vehicle or stolen someone else’s. 
Tired from a long day, Lou and I decided to study the pictures from the comfort of my dining room table. We opted for my place instead of Lou’s, because Lou doesn’t have a dining room, let alone a dining room table. Because we possessed the power to look ahead, we stopped by a grocery on the way to my place to purchase snacks necessary to make it through the rest of the afternoon. This time the good sergeant went in with me. Twenty-seven dollars and forty two cents later, we were ready to rumble. 
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I placed the pictures around the table, facing out. Lou and I didn’t know what we were looking for. We didn’t even know if there was anything to find. We just knew that we had to make use of every possible clue available. Within five minutes we spotted something. 
“What do you make of that, Lou?”
“It looks like somebody dropped by the place, then left. I wonder who it could be.”
One of the pictures showed tracks made by vehicle that entered the parking area behind Oppenheimer Arms sometime between when the snow stopped falling on Thursday night and when Profitt’s sister took the pictures on Friday morning. But who?
“Let’s take inventory, Lou. There’s Mrs. Crouch’s car in the first slot, and Rothschild, the crippled guy’s car in the next space. See, both are covered with snow. Rothschild’s is probably still covered with snow. At least it was when we saw it. Then there’s nothing in the next spot, where Mulroney, the quick change artist’s truck is supposed to be. Then, the next spot is where someone came and left. It’s the spot reserved for Thornton, one of the dead guys. Then, another snow-covered spot where Simon’s car should’ve been. Then Profitt’s car, still with snow on it. That’s as far as the pictures go.”
“Except that, Cy, you can see the side of McArthur’s SUV, so you know it’s there.  The only one we don’t know about is Gravitt’s, the other dead guy. So, where does that leave us, Cy? Do you think that Mulroney came back during the night?”
“Why would he, Lou? Remember, this was taken on Friday morning. He played the part of that old woman on Thursday and Friday. Supposedly, he didn’t leave until Friday night.”
“Maybe he left his truck at that trailer.”
“Yeah, but how did he get to the trailer? No footprints. Remember?”
“Yeah, I remember. The only thing we know for sure about these tracks is that they weren’t made by any of the cars we see in the picture. They had to have been made by some vehicle that came here, then left. But why did someone come here in the middle of the night, or sometime Friday morning? No one was poisoned on Thursday night or Friday. They were all poisoned on Wednesday. At least two of them were, and I assume the other guy was. What reason would someone have to come here, probably in the middle of the night when no one could see him?”
“I’ve got an idea, Cy. Maybe it was to return the boots to McArthur’s apartment.”
“You might have something there, Lou. And if so, that eliminates Rothschild, Profitt, and Mrs. Crouch. But who is our visitor? It looks like these tracks were made by someone who doesn’t live there. Could it be our plumber friend? If so, where is he now?”
Our next few attempts to identify the tracks were lame. Because we couldn’t see Gravitt’s car in any of the pictures, we wondered if the tracks could’ve been made by his car. Then, we remembered that his car was still covered with snow on Monday. Besides, he was one of the dead guys. We were looking for a live one. 
We were getting nowhere, so we decided to prioritize our suspects. We opened a package of M&M’s, and used different color M&M’s to differentiate between different people’s likelihood of guilt. Our prime suspects merited yellow M&M’s, which stood for lily livered cowards. Longworth, Antoine, Rothschild, Mulroney, McArthur, the plumber, and the tire track maker were designated with yellow M&M’s. Estelle Longworth; Michael, the sous chef; Justin, our white-coated server; the Mitchusons; Mrs. Crouch; and Profitt and his sister got red ones. With those out of the way, we had only the deceased left to consider. We gave them green M&M’s. We didn’t arrive at our M&M’s colors haphazardly. Yellow and cowards go together, and most murderers are cowards, so that one was a no-brainer. We chose red for the lesser suspects, because Lou and I should be red-faced for considering them in the first place. Coming up with a color for the dead guys was our toughest call. Neither Lou or I had watched a body decompose, so we used our knowledge of past-its-prime meat to determine what color we used. Both Lou and I had heard stories of people’s refrigerators with gray or green-looking meat. I say “heard stories,” because nothing had remained in either of our refrigerators long enough to be past its prime. Since we were using M&M’s instead of Crayola Crayons, we opted for green instead of gray. Too bad solving the case wasn’t as easy.
Two hours later, disgusted, and with the Pecan Sandies all gone, we ate the M&M’s and went to dinner. 
 
+++
 
Both of us were in a mood to get messy. We entered the Blue Moon, sidled up to our stools, and mounted them.  I looked at the chalk board on the side wall, and studied the specials. I wanted something special, and so did Lou. 
Thelma made her way from the other end of the counter, imitating our walk as she approached. She looked like a cowboy who’d spent an entire day on a horse. I hoped neither of us looked like that, but expected that we did. 
“So, Charlie Chan, you put anyone behind bars today?”
“I don’t know how to tell you this, Thelma, but we picked up your mother for vagrancy again.”
“That’s good. She called here earlier and asked if I’d report her. Her back has been stiff these last few days after spending too many nights on the same park bench.”
“Your mother’s been sleeping outside in this weather?”
“Yeah, she’s a tough old broad. Of course, she’s softening up a little in her old age.”
“Just how old is she?”
“Well, if she makes it until Saturday, she’ll be one hundred-and-two. Some of the other vagrants plan to hold a party for her. That is, if she gets out in time.”
“We’ll see what we can do for her.”
“You do that. I knew you were good boys. Now, what can I get you tonight?”
Lou and I ordered baby back ribs with extra sauce, mashed potatoes floating in gravy, corn on the cob smothered in butter, and baked apples dripping with sauce. Both of us chose homemade biscuits over cornbread. We came to eat. Neither of us wanted to have to get up in the middle of the night to fix a snack. We needed to eat enough to hold us until breakfast. After we licked our platters clean, I loosened my belt a notch and ordered dessert. Lou followed my lead. I was still frustrated, but I felt better than when we went in. No longer was I tempted to ask Thelma where she was on Wednesday afternoon and in the wee hours on Friday morning. I wasn’t about to do that. I didn’t want to lose my meal ticket. 
 
+++
 
As I walked out of the Blue Moon shivering in the winter chill, I couldn’t help but wish spring would arrive soon. There’s just something about that Sunday in early April when the time changes, and I get an extra hour of daylight. It makes me feel like I have a new lease on life. In the meantime, I have to force myself to conjure up some positive thoughts, and the best I can do is to think, that although it doesn’t seem like it, each day is a little bit longer than the day before. 
I looked over at Lou and stopped daydreaming. He doesn’t mind it when I stop to do such things as long as my doing so doesn’t make him a wee bit colder or a little warmer than he’d prefer. I scrunched down in my pocket, and yanked out my keys. I flipped them to Lou to open the car door while I bent over and picked up all the change and other things that were extracted when I tugged on my keys. I detested winter, unless I could hunker down over a nice fire, or stand in front of the window with a mug of hot chocolate and gaze upon a glistening snow cover. Winter meant that unless I wanted to get sick I had to wear a lot more clothes than I wanted. I preferred a short-sleeved shirt. I also liked wearing shorts, but wouldn’t do so outside the walls of my own house. If I could help it, my chubby legs would not be seen by anyone but God. I didn’t mind God seeing them. With all the problems in the world, I’m sure that God can use a chuckle from time to time. 
After rescuing my treasures, I looked around for something to brace against as I stood up. One waddle away was a bench. I grasped it, pulled my circumference to its full height, dusted myself off, and joined Lou in the car. My partner laughed as I walked around the front of the car. I would get even with him some day. Elephants have long memories.
 
+++
 
We had had a long day. Too long, but then most of our days are too long when  we are  trying  to  solve  a  murder  that doesn’t want to be solved. Still, I decided to make use of our drive time and see if Lou had a revelation.
“So, how about it, Lou? Anything grab you?”
“Your next-door neighbor tried to the other day, but I accused her of two-timing you.”
“You can have her, Lou. Let’s see if there are any vacancies in your neighborhood.”
“You’re in one of your moods, Cy. Does that mean you’ve solved the case or given up on it?”
“Neither. Now back to my question. Anything grab you?”
“I’ve been mulling it over. Somewhere, somehow, I believe some of those tracks fit in somewhere. But where? And which tracks? Are we talking about the footprints at your house? Or those tire tracks behind the apartment building? The ones leading to that trailer? The footprints leading to the edge of the cliff? Or the lack of tracks when we first arrived at the inn?”
“I wish I knew, Lou. We seem to have too many suspects, but all of them have an alibi. Where do we go from here?”
I had no idea where to go, except home. I dropped Lou off at his place, then hightailed it for my house. I managed to sneak inside just as my next-door neighbor was ready to rip my coat off. 
 
+++
 
Nothing had worked up to that point. It was time to switch gears. I took the I Love Lucy DVD out of the player and put it in its sleeve. Then I whipped out Hogan’s Heroes. Hogan had snow. Hogan had underground passageways. He even had a sergeant who didn’t have a clue. I popped in the DVD and hoped Col. Hogan would solve my case for me. Three episodes later, I went to bed, just as frustrated, but thoroughly entertained. 
 
+++
 
That night I had a monster of a nightmare. Or should I say a triple-feature of a nightmare rolled into one. The Blue Moon had closed. While I slept, my next-door neighbor had a contractor build a ten-foot high brick wall around both of our houses, and arranged for a locksmith to change all the locks to my doors. I could do nothing about either of these things, because I was frozen to a tree just above the edge of a cliff. While I contemplated how I would escape, I hung there watching as suspect after suspect made footprints in the snow, while others drove around the place making tire tracks. I was afraid to wake up, just in case all of it was true. 
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I woke Wednesday morning, and realized who and where I was. I wished for chains that would keep me from getting up, but lay there unshackled.  I used will power instead. I lay there thinking about the case that was getting the best of me. Friday night I felt that we had a minimum number of suspects, but no way to determine which one was guilty. By Saturday night I had progressed to the place where I had lots of suspects and no way to determine which one was guilty. That wasn’t the type of progress I wanted to make. Why had I never gotten a case where the victim had been riddled with bullet holes while the culprit stood over the victim with a smoking gun in his hand? Not only do my murderers seem to like poison, but just as soon as I eliminate some of the suspects because they weren’t at the scene, I get someone who decides to experiment with a slow-acting poison, which builds my suspect list to anyone who had ever met the victim. Worse than that, God torments me by showing me all kinds of footprints and tire tracks to show that someone was somewhere, but neither he nor she could have been where they needed to be at the right time for me to solve the case quickly. 
On Sunday, I had returned home to my bed and decent food.  On Monday, I had lots of leads, none of which panned out. On Tuesday, I had more places to go, and none of them led anywhere.  When Wednesday dawned, nothing dawned on me. I was running out of ideas and people to pursue. The only thing I  could think  to  do was to interview the neighbors on Linden Place, but if no one in the apartment building saw anything, why should any of the other neighbors have a bone to throw my way. Still, I had to have something to do between meals. I might as well meet some of the other neighbors. Who knows? Maybe I would be able to increase my suspect list, while I found people who were willing to give them alibis.
 
+++
 
I stumbled to the shower, switched the water back and forth from hot to cold until I was cognizant of where I was, then sprang from the shower a new man. Okay, so I didn’t spring. And I wasn’t a new man. And I didn’t have any more clues as to who committed these murders, but I was awake enough to read my devotional book and pray. I never prayed for God to reveal the murderer’s identity to me. How could I pray for that? What would I say? “Lord, expose this person’s sins while not revealing mine.” He had given me footprints, tire tracks, poison, and Lou’s daily clue. It was up to Lou and me to tie them to the murderer.
 
+++
 
Ready to start tying things up, I called Sam Schumann.
“And the top of the morning to you, Sam.”
“Cy, isn’t it a little early for you to start drinking?”
“You bet it is, Sam. I never have orange juice until Lou and I arrive at the Blue Moon. I don’t want to spoil breakfast. You know it’s the most important meal of the day prior to lunch.”
“What you’re saying, Cy, is that you don’t have a clue to go on without my help.”
“Oh, I have clues, but no confessions.”
“Well, I can’t help you there, Cy, but I do have some information about some of your rapscallions.”
“Shoot, Sam.”
“Might as well start with Arthur Rothschild. I talked to several people about him. Only one of them has seen him walk after his accident, if you want to call it walking. I talked to the doctor who has been treating him for the last several years. He says for all intents and purposes, Rothschild can’t walk. He once gave him a shot of something that took away his pain so he could walk for a short time.
“How short of a time are we talking about, Sam?”
“Well, Dr. Yardley tried this on Rothschild in the good doctor’s office. Rothschild was able to walk for ten to fifteen minutes before the pain returned and threw him to the floor.”
“Ten to fifteen minutes might’ve given him enough time to get to my house, but not enough time to get home. However, if he gave himself two or three of those shots he could’ve made it here and back. Or close to it.”
“I’m ahead of you on that. I anticipated that question and asked Yardley if Rothschild had had some of this magic potion could he have given himself consecutive shots and walked for a while. Yardley said, ‘no way.’ A second shot within twelve hours would’ve put Rothschild to sleep. A third shot would’ve been fatal.”
“What about Rothschild’s state of mind? Did you talk to anyone about that?”
“His doctor and several people who have known him for years. Everyone says the same thing. At first Rothschild was bitter, despondent. But things changed when Oppenheimer offered him a free ride so to speak, and then the Oppenheimers moved away, and there were no more plays to remind Rothschild about the way things once were. He seemed to adjust to his predicament. People who’ve talked to Rothschild lately told me that even after the Longworths moved to the inn they saw no change in Rothschild’s attitude. It seems that he has adjusted.”
“Okay, Sam. What about McArthur? Did you find out anything about his whereabouts this past week?”
“I talked to that Smithers guy you told me about. He confirmed McArthur’s story. McArthur was in the Chicago area. He auditioned for a play. And he got the part.”
“Did you confirm the dates he was there?”
“I did. He had a hotel room on Wednesday and Thursday night. Now I didn’t talk to anyone who knows him who can place him at the hotel, but some man using the name Tony McArthur did stay in the hotel. He arrived Wednesday evening and checked out on Friday morning. I found a picture of McArthur on the Internet, and e-mailed it to the hotel. The two people who saw the man said they couldn’t say for sure, but it looked like the same guy. Also, the flight McArthur was supposedly on didn’t arrive back in Hilldale until late Friday afternoon.”
“Thanks a lot, Sam. It looks like you’ve eliminated two of my best suspects. Okay, what about the others?”
“As far as those at the apartment house are concerned, it looks like Martin Mulroney is your best bet. That isn’t saying a lot, but a couple of people told me that he usually does whatever he can to get a part. Still, I couldn’t get anything on him that he’d ever done anything we’d want him for.”
“And the others?”
“It looks like Lena Crouch pulled some strings to get that apartment manager’s job, or someone pulled some for her, but again, I can’t find anything about her that shows she broke the law. And Profitt seems to be an actor who decided to retire in this area. The only thing fishy about him is why did he retire to this area? He has no ties to Hilldale, or to any town anywhere near here. Why did he decide to come here all of a sudden? You would think he’d go live somewhere close to his sister. Old people normally like warmer climates.”
“Anything new about Longworth or Antoine?”
“Only that both of them were in town for a while on Wednesday, but the only places I could tie either of them to were that Longworth went to the bank and Antoine went shopping for groceries. Still, both of them were in town long enough to do much more than banking and grocery shopping.”
“Well, at least that’s something. Now, if we can just find a couple of people that can place either of them at the apartment building.”
“Holding a bottle of poison.”
“That would simplify things. By the way, did you find a next of kin for any of the dearly departed?”
“Not yet, and I’m not sure that I will. While Longworth will benefit in a big way due to Thornton’s death, I can’t find a beneficiary for either of the other two. If they don’t have any money, their burial may be on the county.”
“It could be that Oppenheimer left something for that, too. I’ll check into it.”
“And what do you want me to check into?”
“Well, there’s this little motel over on Second Street.”
“Never mind. Do you mean you have nothing else for me to do?”
 “Not exactly, but you may be pleased to know that I don’t have as much for you to do today.”
“You mean I can go on vacation?”
“Not quite. I have one guy I want you to check on. This one may be tough. His name is Ray Phelps. He wandered into town a few weeks ago, secured a temporary job at Burris Pluming, then sneaked out of town with a fistful of money after the murders. I want you to see what you can find out about him, and where he might’ve gone. By the way, for what it’s worth, he did a job at Oppenheimer Arms on Thursday.”
“Well, it looks like he’s your man, Cy.”
“It would look more like it if he’d done a job at the apartment building on Wednesday. See, if you can tie him in with any of our other suspects.”
I shared with Sam the little bit of information I had on Phelps, then hung up. My stomach growled, told me it was time to pick Lou up.
 
+++
 
I walked out the door and was able to brush the snow from Lightning. I heard a noise behind me and turned to encounter the yippie dog from next door, standing on a piece of cardboard to protect her from the snow. I looked around, but didn’t see an ugly woman anywhere. Could it be that the varmint had had enough of the wicked witch and wanted me to take him with me? I looked around for a leash to tie to the back bumper, but the blinding light of the snow kept me from seeing one. Maybe I could put one of my floor mats on top of the car and let the rat ride there. I put an end to my unkind thoughts when I envisioned God’s hand about to strike me down.
I spent so much time thinking about the mangy mutt, that I failed to hear crunching footsteps in the snow. I turned just as a snowball rebounded off my coat. 
“Miss Humphert, haven’t I told you that it’s not a good idea to surprise a policeman with a gun?”
“But I don’t have a gun.”
“No, but I do.”
“You’re right, Cyrus. I should’ve crept up behind you and wrapped my arms around yours, so you couldn’t draw your gun.”
“Miss Humphert, couldn’t you just slither back home?”
“Oh, Cyrus, you’re so funny. What do you think about Twinkle Toes? I told her if she kept you from leaving before I got back that I would give her a doggie treat.”
“Now that I’m on to your game, I must set out some rat poison. Maybe some bear traps, too.”
“Oh, Cyrus. Must you talk so cruel in front of my baby? Remember how much she loves you? Remember the other night when you fell and she licked your nose?”
“I remember, Miss Humphert. The doctor says I’ll have to have six more treatments before it heals. But enough of this chitchat. There are murderers running loose. I must leave now, so they’ll feel safe enough to commit hari-kari in this neighborhood.”
 
+++
 
As I drove to the Blue Moon, I filled Lou in on what I’d learned so far that morning, and asked him for his thoughts.
“Well, Cy, the only thing that sounds logical is that either Longworth or Antoine committed the murders and then hired that plumber to make tracks to your house and more tracks out of town. That’s probably what Phelps was thinking about when he said he’d come into some money. Someone paid him to do a job and skip town. He’s the logical choice to do it. He has no ties to this town, and probably has no ties to anyone in it.”
“For some reason I don’t believe that all this ties up that neatly. For instance, let’s take Longworth. Why would Longworth want to do away with all these actors if he plans to produce and direct plays at the inn? It doesn’t make sense. And why would he take a chance on being implicated? He seems to have everything his way right now. Now, let’s take that chef, Antoine. He might still hold a grudge because of his brother’s death, but where does he come up with the money to pay off this Phelps guy?” 
“Cy, top chefs make top dollar. Besides, if he’s the guy behind all of this, it gives him a chance to get even with the actors and with Longworth. Either by closing Longworth down or implicating him.”
“But he could do all this by staying away. If he hadn’t shown up at the inn, it’s possible that he’d get away with it and we’d never know anything about him.”
“But someone who would do something like this and leave you the type of note he left you would be the same kind of guy who’d want to be there when Longworth goes down.”
“I think that Longworth has enough money to ride this out. Only the long shot of his being convicted of murder would take him down.”
“Well, we can always check out Longworth’s bank account to make sure.”
“We’ll do just that, Lou. But first I want to check out the food at the Blue Moon.” 
“Cy, you’re forgetting the message for the day.”
“That I am, Lou. This case really has me so baffled I can’t think straight. So, what is it?”
“They drive by night.”
“That was a movie about truck drivers, starring George Raft. Does this have anything to do with trucks or movies?”
“I don’t know, Cy. I’m merely the humble messenger.”
“Well, come along, humble messenger. Let’s get something to eat.”
+++
 
Lou and I secured the necessary paperwork, then drove to the bank to find out how well healed Longworth was. As the two of us walked out of the bank, we realized our mistakes and wondered  if  it  was too late to go college and major in theater. If it turned out that Longworth wasn’t guilty, I wanted to get on his good side in case I needed a loan. Or a gift.
“Where to now, Cy?”
“I don’t expect much, but since we’re running out of leads we are going to canvass the neighborhood where the murders took place to see if anyone saw someone on Wednesday afternoon or in the wee hours of Friday morning.”
“How big of an area do you plan to cover?”
“Just a few doors in each direction. It would take x-ray vision to see someone from a block away.”
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Oppenheimer Arms is the second house from the corner of Wellesley Avenue and Linden Place. Wellesley ends at Linden and doesn’t intersect. The structure on the corner is also an apartment building. Oppenheimer Arms is the middle of three apartment buildings. Everything else appears to be single-family dwellings. Linden dead-ends just a few doors past Wellesley, in the direction that goes away from Oppenheimer Arms. 
We started our canvass of the neighborhood at the dead end and worked our way around the other side of the street, then crossed over and talked to the people adjacent to the building in question. 
For the most part, it is an elderly neighborhood, and we found most of the residents at home. We had completed our questioning at all of the single-dwelling homes with nothing to show for our efforts. All our hopes rested with the residents of those two apartment buildings adjacent to Oppenheimer Arms. 
Like the victims’ building, the building numbered 458 consisted of only one floor, but didn’t spread out nearly as much as the building where the actors lived. I opened the outside door, and stepped inside. Lou followed. We stopped at the mailboxes. Unlike the Oppenheimer building, the structure houses only four apartments. I looked at the mailboxes. No familiar names, and only last names were listed.  I stepped to apartment number one and knocked. An elderly woman opened the door far enough that the security chain did its job.  She waited until she was sure no one would reach through the slit and poke her in the eye, then put an eyeball to the opening.
“What do you want?” she asked.
I had my credentials ready and showed them to her. 
“How do I know they’re real?”
“You can call police headquarters and they’ll verify it for you.”
“You sure don’t look like a policeman.”
“That’s why I catch more criminals than the others.”
“Who’s the other fat guy? Your twin?”
“You know, if I wanted to break in on you that flimsy chain wouldn’t stop me.”
“So the police department has sunk to where they break in on respectable folks nowadays?”
“Not yet. Listen, I just want to ask you a question. Did you see anyone at the apartment building next door last Wednesday afternoon or before daylight last Friday morning?”
“What do you think I am? Nosy?”
“No, we’re just looking for someone who sneaked into the neighborhood to prey on elderly women, and I wanted to save your life.”
“I think I can take care of myself. Besides, if you’re really a policeman, you’d know that there are no elderly women in that apartment building next door. Just one old battleaxe, an old codger, and some guys who sit around and do nothing all day.”
“So, you do spy on them?”
With that, the old woman slammed the door. Nothing short of a rubber hose would get any information out of that old biddy. I walked away, hoping to do better at apartment two.
I cringed as another elderly woman opened the door, again with a chain restraint.
“May I help you gentlemen?”
I showed my credentials, and this time, a satisfied woman opened the door and invited us in and to be seated. 
“I’ll be back in a minute,” she said, as she hastened out of the room. 
When one minute stretched to three, I wondered if she was making her getaway through the bedroom window. She reminded me of the two women in Arsenic And Old Lace. I was about to call out to her, when she whipped around the corner carrying a plateful of cookies. 
“You gentlemen have good timing. I just got them out of the oven.”
Lou and I smiled as she sat them down on the table before us. 
“So, what would you gentlemen like to drink?”
We told her we didn’t need anything to drink and asked her to sit. Before I could open my mouth, she started talking.
“If you gentlemen haven’t been to the apartment next to mine yet, you might want to draw your guns before you knock.”
Lou and I laughed, then told her we had been next door and had lived through the experience. 
“Lucky you. Now that you’ve met the creature who lives there, maybe you can answer a question for me. If I decided to shoot her between the eyes some day, would it be justifiable homicide?”
“The sergeant and I might put in a good word for you, but I’m not sure the judge would go along, since more than likely he’s never met her.”
I complimented her on how good her cookies tasted, then got down to business.
“We’re looking for someone who might’ve been in the neighborhood either Wednesday afternoon or Friday morning before daylight. Whoever it was would have gone into the building next door. Did you by any chance see anyone either time?”
“I’m sorry, Lieutenant, but I didn’t see or hear anyone.”
We chatted until Lou and I had finished eating our cookies. We have a standard procedure when faced with a situation like that. We never eat just one. The person’s feelings might be hurt, because she might think we didn’t like what she made. But we always stop with two, because the woman will get a little antsy if we keep eating. She didn’t bake those cookies for us. She didn’t know we were coming. She was merely nice and willing to share some of what she baked.
Lou and I rose, thanked her for the information and the cookies, and started for the door. As I was about to open it, our hostess interrupted me. 
“Lieutenant, normally I wouldn’t say anything about this, but since you are policemen, I will tell you. The woman across the hall in the front in apartment three is visiting her son for a month. She won’t be home, but the lady directly across from me should be there.”
I thanked her and walked out. I didn’t think she was hiding a murderer in apartment three, so we skipped that apartment and walked on directly across the hall. Apartment four.
I looked at the elderly woman who answered the door. Not only did she look like she was closing in on one hundred, but she looked like she might have been the inspiration for Granny, the grande dame of Tweetie and Sylvester cartoons. I could easily picture the old girl capable of whopping Sylvester on the noggin with her umbrella if he got in her birdcage. 
“How do you do, ma’am?”
“I can still do pretty good, Sonny. How about you?”
“I manage to do okay on my good days.”
“You got a woman, Sonny?”
“I’m a widower.”
“What’s that got to do with it? I’m a widow, but it didn’t keep me from finding a man. How about you?” she asked as she gave up on me and turned her efforts toward Lou.
Lou could tell I had lost control of the proceedings, and laughed as he answered. 
“Yes, ma’am. I’ve got a girl.”
Satisfied, she turned her efforts back to me. 
“Have you tried eharmony?”
“Excuse me?”
“Eharmony.com. Have you tried it?”
“Not only haven’t I tried it, I don’t know what it is.”
“No wonder you ain’t got a woman. You’re still living in the dark ages. Eharmony. The website that matches you with someone who’s perfect for you. That’s where I met my Elmer. We’re supposed to meet next week. Probably get married before the month’s out. I’m too old to have kids, you know, but if Elmer wants to adopt, I’d consider it. There are a lot of things I can teach today’s kids.”
“Do you mind telling me how old you are?”
“It ain’t polite to ask a lady her age, but since you asked, I’ll tell you. I’ll be ninety-six next month. Elmer’s only eighty-three, but then I wanted a younger man. Men don’t live as long as women and they sure don’t live as long if they’re single. My momma lived to be a hundred and eleven. I figure I can outlast her by a couple of years. That’ll give me time to spend some time with Elmer, raise one set of kids, and give Elmer a proper burial before I go. By that time the kids will be raised, and I will have taught them the proper way to take care of their inheritance.”
“I appreciate the lesson, Mrs….”
“Pondexter. Hazel Pondexter.”
“Mrs. Pondexter, but I’m here on police business. Do you mind if we come in?”
Mrs. Pondexter slid the latch and opened the door for us. As soon as we stepped through the threshold and she closed the door, she started up again without missing a beat.
“Police business. If you say so, but after you get through I’ll take you to my computer and you can be on your way to finding yourself a woman. If I were you, I wouldn’t want you to have to spend the rest of your life alone. Especially, since he’s already found somebody,” she said as she hooked her thumb at Lou. “No need in him having all the fun and you being left out. As you know, it gets kind of cold in the winter. An electric blanket is okay, but two under an electric blanket is more fun.  Don’t you want someone to keep your fingers and toes warm? That’s your problem. Cold feet. Otherwise, you’d already have gone to eharmony. And I bet it’s hard to shoot someone if your hands are cold.”
“Mrs. Pondexter, if you please. I’m interested in knowing if you saw anyone go in or come out of Oppenheimer Arms anytime during the day on Wednesday or before daylight on Friday morning. Anyone who doesn’t live there.”
“So, we’ve got a burglar in the neighborhood. Well, he won’t be coming in my place if he knows what’s good for him. I’m a crack shot, and I keep an automatic and a shotgun in the house. Don’t worry. They’re registered.”
“I’m glad you’re cautious, but tell me, have you seen any strangers in the neighborhood?”
“Saw one once. Had red, white, and blue hair. Afro. White guy. Kind of jaundiced looking. Probably didn’t have a woman.”
“Did you see him in the last few days?”
“No, it was a more’n a year ago. He didn’t try to break in here though.”
Realizing that I wasn’t going to get any information out of her, I thanked her for her time and walked out of the building. I hoped the people in the building on the corner house were saner.
It didn’t start out that way. I knocked on the first door on the right, and a man answered. Maybe this was Elmer, the man Mrs. Pondexter planned to marry. Somehow, I didn’t think so. He looked younger than eighty-three. As it turned out, this guy wasn’t interested in my love life. He was interested in my future. He approached me about a part-time business that would make me wealthy. Pills. I told him that policemen weren’t allowed to moonlight. He laughed and told us we could do it before dark.  We made excuses and left him for the back apartment on the right. It was back to business as usual, only this woman was a few years younger than the others we had encountered. She didn’t look much older than the two of us. She looked down at our hands and saw no rings, and immediately asked us to a single’s dance. She seemed disappointed when we told her we were there on police business. When we found out that she had no information for us, we excused ourselves. We shook our heads before walking back to the front to knock on the door of apartment three. Another elderly woman answered our knock, took a look at my circumference, and told me about a weight loss drink that would make me a new person within three months. I told her I liked the old me, and after finding out she too was a bust, we bid her goodbye and turned to our last hope. Lou looked at me, and we both shook our heads. 
I knocked on the door at the rear apartment, the one that faced Oppenheimer Arms. When someone opened the door, I felt like I’d cornered the market on elderly women. I flashed my credentials, and the woman smiled and let us in. I figured we would soon be propositioned about something or other, but I was wrong. We introduced ourselves. So did she. Then, I got to the question that I could recite by heart.
“Let’s see. Nothing unusual Wednesday during the day, but you say Thursday night or early Friday morning, too? Was that the night after the snowfall?”
“That’s right,” I replied unenthusiastically, expecting to hear about how she’d fallen and almost broken all the bones in her body. But she surprised me.
“Yeah, I remember that night. I woke up around 5:15, but had trouble going back to sleep. I thought about getting up, but I just lay there. My bedroom is right next to their driveway. Normally, there’s not much traffic over there at night, but that night there were two people who drove in close to the same time. The first one was one of those SUV things. You know what I mean.” 
I didn’t want to interrupt her, so I nodded to let her know I knew what an SUV was. 
“Whoever was in it pulled in, parked it, and just sat there. Then, a couple of minutes later, some guy drove in like he was drunk. He was driving one of those things too, and I thought he was going to crash. He was driving way too fast, especially with the weather being like it was. Anyway, he parked the thing, got out, took off running for the back door. I was afraid he’d see me, so I stepped back from the window. After I felt he was inside, I looked out again. The first guy was still sitting inside his whatchamacallit. He just sat there for another five minutes or so fiddling with something, then got out and went inside. He wasn’t in there very long before he came back out, got in his SUV thing, and left.”
When I was sure she’d finished, I did my best to hide my smile, then continued.
“Mrs. Lefferts, did you recognize either of these people?”
“No, but I didn’t get that good a look. I was afraid they’d see me and come over here. Of course, that one guy was in such a hurry that I doubt if he would’ve noticed me if I stood in the window in my nightgown.”
“Would you mind if we went to your bedroom and looked out the window, so you can show me where the vehicles were parked?”
“I haven’t swept or picked up in there this morning. I didn’t know I was going to have company.”
“That’s okay, Mrs. Lefferts. I just want to look out the window.”
Apologizing all the way, she led Lou and me to the bedroom. Once I was sure that no one next door could see us, I had her open the blinds slightly. 
“Now, Mrs. Lefferts. Take a look and show me where the two vehicles you saw were parked.”
“One of them’s in the same spot it was that night. It’s the one the crazy guy was driving.”
“Which one is that, Mrs. Lefferts?”
“That SUV thing. The one near the far end.”
Mrs. Lefferts had pointed out Tony McArthur’s vehicle.
“And where was the other vehicle?”
“Kind of in the middle, where the opening is. Where no one is parked.”
“And that one was an SUV, too?”
“That’s right.”
“Do you know what kind it was?”
“I don’t know one from another. But it was one of those SUV things.”
“Mrs. Lefferts, is there anyone you know who might be in the neighborhood that time of night?”
“Only the paper boy.”
“And could the SUV have been his?”
“No, he drives one of those funny-looking cars. You know those old-fashioned things.”
“You mean a PT Cruiser?”
“Yeah, I think that’s what they call them. Anyway, his whatever you call it is sort of a brick red. This SUV thing was a totally different color.”
“Had you ever seen the SUV over there before that night?”
“No, but it’s been back at least once since. I saw whoever it was leaving again the other night.”
“What time was this?”
“I don’t know, Lieutenant. It was dark. I woke up, heard something, looked out, and watched someone drive it out of their driveway. Then, I got back in bed and went to sleep.”
“Anything else you can remember about that night, or anytime since then?”
“I don’t think so.”
“Well, thanks for all your help. We really appreciate it.”
We walked back into the living room, said our goodbyes, and walked out of the apartment. After she closed the door, I kicked my heels a little too high, then reached for the wall to keep from falling. Lou had a good laugh at my expense, and the two of us rejoined Lightning for some tête-à-tête. 
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“So, what do you think, Lou?”
“It keeps getting curiouser and curiouser.”
“That it does my friend. There’s lot to ponder here. Who was driving McArthur’s SUV? Was it McArthur, or someone else? Supposedly, he was out of town. If so, someone seems to have a key to everything McArthur owns or rents. And who’s the other guy? Is there a connection between the two? If so, why did the second guy stay only a minute? It sounds like some kind of payoff. Do you reckon one guy paid the other for doing something? Could it be the plumber? Was this the big money he was coming into? Was it an arranged meeting and the reason the one guy drove so fast was because he was late?”
“That’s a whole lot of suppositions, Cy. I don’t know the answer to any of those, but I can tell you one thing. What the old lady next door says makes sense. According to the pictures that Profitt’s sister took, there was a vehicle that came here that night, and left. And if you remember, she didn’t take any pictures of McArthur’s SUV. Only one that showed the door, so we know it was there. It could very well have been driven that night. But who drove it? McArthur, or someone else?”
“I don’t know. What say we get something to eat and mull this over afterward.”
 
+++
 
After all the walking I’d done canvassing the neighborhood, I was sure I’d lost a few ounces. Rosie could tell it too, as soon as we opened the front door of the Blue Moon, she said, “Boy, you look like you’ve been dieting ever since breakfast.” The woman’s words rang true. No wonder all those strange people had made me so nervous. I’d forgotten to eat any candy all morning. 
Lou and I were sitting in the Blue Moon eating lunch when the phone rang. Rosie hurried to answer it, then turned to me.
“It’s for you, oh exalted one. I think it’s your shrink.”
“Ain’t no one shrinking this body,” I said as I got up to answer the phone.
“Dekker here.”
“I remembered that you said you hung out at the Blue Moon from 10:00-4:00.”
“Sam, my man. Don’t tell me you called to give me indigestion.”
“I don’t believe anything will bother that cast iron gut of yours. After you finish your right elbow workout, are you interested in going to work?”
“You mean the police department shut down? Will I have to get a real job?”
“No, I meant actually doing something to earn those big bucks you get.”
“What’ve you got in mind? Anything I’d get arrested for?”
“I have a picture for you, Cy.”
“Is she cute?”
“No, I doubt if he’s your type.”
“Is he living?”
“That I don’t know, but he was back when he was making plumbing calls.”
“So, you have a picture of Phelps?”
“I do. Do you have any interest in showing it around town and finding out if anyone recognizes him? Maybe find out if he has a friend in town?”
“Is there anyway you can have a copy made? Quick?”
“Oh, yeah. I forgot. You’re the cop from the dark ages. I already have three copies. One for you. One for your shadow. And one for me. Maybe between the three of us we can find someone who’s seen him.”
“I’d like to find somebody who’s seen him since breakfast. Wait there. Lou and I will be through here shortly. Then, we’ll stop by and pick up our copies.”
I hung up, went back and told Lou that our walking days weren’t over. I filled him in as much as I could until Rosie walked up with a large slice of strawberry pie with whipped cream, and a slice of pecan pie with ice cream for both of us. I was glad we ordered two pieces of pie each. We would need the extra strength to resume our exercise routine.
 
+++
 
After woofing down two slices of pie each and savoring each morsel, we waddled out, plopped down in Lightning, and were off to meet the Wizard. 
Sam saw us coming and jumped up to welcome us.
“So, Sam, what’ve you got on Phelps?”
“Ray Phelps was easy to trace before he came here. Not so easy after he left. He came here from Pine Bluff, Arkansas. I ran down some people who knew him and talked to the authorities there. Ray Phelps has never gotten into any trouble. He was just a working man who lived in a trailer and went to work each day. The worst thing I could get on him was that he was a dreamer. He always talked about some day he wouldn’t have to work so hard. Then, right before he left, he went around and said goodbye to his friends and told them that some day might be here soon. He said he was off to Hilldale where he planned to look up an old buddy.”
“Any idea who the old buddy was?”
“Not yet, Cy. I’ve checked around the best that I could, but so far no one seems to know him. But I just got all this information right before I called you, so I haven’t had much time to check on him.”
“So, Ray Phelps is his real name?”
“As far as I know. It was the name he used before he came here.”
“And you haven’t been able to find him since he left?”
“Not even a clue as to which road he took out of town. All I know is that he didn’t go back to his trailer in Pine Bluff.”
“Is the trailer still there?”
“It is. According to Tony Small, a friend of his, our plumber friend gave him the trailer to live in until he came back, and if Phelps didn’t come back within two years, he told Small he could consider the trailer his own.”
“Any idea if Phelps ever did any acting?”
“No, but he was good with his hands. People in Pine Bluff said he could fix just about anything. By the way, here’s the picture. I figured we could show it around town and see if anyone recognizes him. At least we’ll be able to show it to Mrs. Burris to see if it’s the same guy who worked there. You might want to show it to people at the inn or the apartment building to see if any of them recognize him.”
“Yeah, and we can show it around town to see if anyone has seen any of our suspects with Phelps.”
“Here’s what we’ll do, Sam. Why don’t you check out local businesses, places to eat, gas stations, convenience stores, places where Phelps might’ve done some business while he was in town? See what you can do today, and again tomorrow.  Lou and I will head over to Burris Plumbing; make sure that this is the guy who worked there. Hang around here for thirty minutes. If I haven’t called by then, then this is our guy. You can get to work. While we’re there, we’ll get a list of the service calls Phelps made while he was employed there. We’ll check with the customers, talk to the ones who were home when  Phelps  made the call.  See if he dropped any hints about why he was here, who he knew here, where he planned to go when he left. Tomorrow, Lou and I will revisit the Overlook Inn and Oppenheimer Arms, to see if anyone recognizes the plumber, and if anyone looks guilty when shown the photo. If you get anything today, call me, or leave a message for me at the Blue Moon. If not, we’ll touch base tomorrow night and compare notes.”
“Sounds good to me, Cy.”
Because we had a lot of work to do, we said goodbye, and Lightning led us to Burris Plumbing. 
 
+++
 
Only one car stood in front of the plumbing business, which allowed me to park near the door. I did. Lou and I would get enough exercise in the next few days. We needed to economize whenever possible. We got out, walked over to the door. I opened the door of Burris Plumbing and stepped inside. My shadow followed. 
“Well, hello, Lieutenant, Sergeant. Something else I can do for you?”
“Yes, Mrs. Burris. I’d like for you to take a look at this picture and tell me if you recognize the man.”
             “Why, yes. It looks like Ray Phelps. Did you find him?”
“Not yet. You said you didn’t know him when he came to you for a job.”
“That’s right.”
“Do you have any idea why he picked your business when he sought work?”
“No, of course there aren’t a lot of plumbers in Hilldale. If a man is a plumber, there’s a good chance he’d come here looking for work.”
“Mrs. Burris, someone who knew Phelps back in Arkansas told us that Phelps knew someone in Hilldale, and that was the reason he came here. Would you have any idea who that person is?”
“No.”
“So it isn’t you or Mr. Burris?”
“No.”
“Did he ever have any phone calls or visitors at work?”
“Not that I know of. I’m usually here, so I’d say probably not.”
“I’d like a list of the names, addresses, and phone numbers of the jobs you sent him out on. Let’s say you give me the ones from his first week and last week he worked. Maybe he talked to someone. You know, chitchat. It’s possible he told someone why he was here or why he was leaving.”
“Ray was a friendly enough guy. He didn’t seem like a loner. Yet all the time he was here he never said much about himself or his life.”
“Just the same, I’d like that information. Maybe he ran into someone who was from Arkansas, or someone he really hit it off with and unloaded on them.”
“You don’t think Ray did anything bad, do you?”
“No, but he might be able to help us find someone we’re looking for.” 
“Maybe it’d be easier to find the other person, than it would be Ray.”
“You might be right, Mrs. Burris, but at least with Phelps we know who we’re looking for. We don’t know the identity of this other person, but it’s possible that Ray Phelps does. We’d like to question him to see if he knows this person or not.”
“Well, I’ll see what I can do, Lieutenant. It’ll take me a few minutes to come up with a list. Why don’t you boys have a seat.” 
We plopped down on two chairs against the wall. Not exactly recliners, but a man can’t always be choosy when he gets a chance to take a load off his feet.          








 
26
 
 
Fifteen minutes later, Lou and I left with a list containing twenty-seven names. I had asked Mrs. Burris to list the date of each call, so I’d know whether the person we were calling on was someone Phelps might’ve talked to when he first arrived in Hilldale or right before he left town. I knew it was a long shot, but it was possible that he might have told some of the early ones why he had come to Hilldale, while the more recent ones might have learned a little of his windfall, why he was leaving, and where he was headed.
The first five calls got us nowhere. There was no one at home at two of the residences, and the other three said Phelps talked only about his business and said nothing about his personal life.
As much as we could, we tried to keep our calls in order, as far as distance was concerned. I didn’t want to spend all my time driving. At the sixth house, a man answered the door. He said he was home when Phelps came to repair a leaky faucet, and that the two of them had talked. 
“Did he tell you anything about himself, Mr. Owens?”
“A little. He said he was new to town and that he was from Arkansas. Told me he was here to see a friend, but he found a job so quickly that he hadn’t had time to look up his friend. Said his friend had a lot of money. Also told me about his brother. Not sure where his brother lives, but he’s a pharmacist.”
“Did he by any chance tell you his friend’s name or what he does for a living?”
“Not that I recollect.”
“Anything else?”
“Nothing important. We talked about the weather and NASCAR. Both of us are big fans. Don’t get the idea that he wasted a lot of time or didn’t pay attention to what he was doing. He wasn’t here that long and he fixed my pipes at a reasonable price. Well, reasonable considering plumbing is so expensive these days. Getting so some plumbers make as much as some doctors. Probably not as much, but close to it after those doctors pay for all that malpractice insurance.”
I thanked Owens and left. We didn’t find out a lot, but what we found out seemed to fit in with the other information we knew. At least we knew that Phelps could talk.
We struck out at the next two places. A pretty blonde answered at the third house. Young and attractive, she smiled, and positioned her body to her best advantage. She didn’t need to do that. Her tight-fitting clothes curved every time her body did. Everything about her seemed to say “hug me.” 
Her demeanor didn’t change after I told her who I was and why I was there. She invited us inside, introduced herself. I wondered if she was telling the truth when she said her name was Yolanda Lovely.  
I showed her the picture. She was chewing gum, and popped it as she looked.
“Yeah, that’s him. Good looking. Don’t you think? Oh, I guess you might not look at him the same way I do.”
I agreed that the two of us wouldn’t look at Phelps in the same way, but didn’t answer her. Instead, I carried on with my questions. I hoped she had visited Phelps at his place and could tell us where he used to live.
“Miss Lovely, what can you tell us about Mr. Phelps?”
“Well, he was kind of shy. Told me I made him nervous by standing so close while he worked.   Imagine, little ole me making someone nervous.” 
She took a few steps forward. Only my protruding midsection kept her from getting close enough to kiss me, without leaning forward like one of those plastic birds dipping for water. I glanced down. Some of her parts were dangerously close to me. 
“Do I make you nervous, Lieutenant?”
I told my body not to sweat, then spoke too quickly. 
“No,” I said in a voice that resembled that of a changing adolescent. She laughed. 
Totally uncomfortable in her presence, I asked another question without giving it enough thought. 
“Are you married, Miss Lovely?”
“My, you work fast, don’t you, Lieutenant? I was once. You?”
I was not about to turn and face my partner. I knew he was having a delightful time at my expense. Quickly, I tried to compose myself and finish my questioning.
“What I meant was I thought maybe you’d invited Ray Phelps over for supper one night, or maybe had been to his place.”
“Oh, you’re a smart one, Lieutenant.” 
Miss Lovely, suddenly aware that we were not alone, glanced at Lou, then back at me. 
“What about him?” she asked, pointing to Lou. “Can he talk?”
“He can if I pull his string. So, did you invite Phelps over, or go to his place?”
“I would’ve done either, but like I said, he was shy.”
“Did you get him to talk any?”
“A little. Not much. I found out he was new in town. What are you looking for him for? What did he do? Kill somebody, or did someone kill him?”
“Not unless you know something I don’t.”
“Well, there must be some reason you’re looking for him?”
“There is. We’re trying to find a friend of his. Did he say anything about having any friends?”
“No, but I would’ve been willing to be his friend. What about you, Lieutenant? You’re more settled. Could you use a friend?”
“Didn’t I tell you I was married?”
“What about him? You know what they say about those strong, silent types?”
“He’s taken, too. But back to Phelps. Do you know anything about where he lived, if he had a phone?”
“You’re sure he’s not in any trouble?”
“No, I just want to talk to him. He might know someone we’re looking for.”
“So, I won’t be getting him in any trouble?”
“No. Now what do you know about him, Miss Lovely?”
“I like it when you call me Miss Lovely. You turn kinda red when you do.”
“Miss, uh, Yolanda, we’re not here to discuss my looks. I need to know what you know about this man.”
“Okay. All right. I’ll tell you. I was hitting on him, you see. Trying to get him to come over to supper one night. I could tell he was a nice guy, and he would’ve liked me too if he’d have come for supper. I’m a good cook.” She noticed my impatience and hurried on. “Anyway, I got him to give me his phone number. Actually, the phone wasn’t in his name. He rented a room from some older lady.”
“So, did you call him?”
“I did, but he was never there when I called. After a few times, I just gave up. There’s other fish in the sea. Like yourselves. I don’t think either one of you is married. You’re just afraid of women. Like he was.”
All this time, the woman stood so close if I’d taken my candy bar out of my pocket the heat would’ve melted it before I got it to my mouth. I needed the information about Phelps, and then I needed to get out of there.
“Can you write down that phone number for me?”
She winked at me, then walked away. She walked in a way my next-door neighbor would never be able to walk. In a minute Miss Lovely came back and handed me a piece of paper.
“This is his phone number, and here’s mine,” she said, pointing to a number written below it. “I understand you have to be all business with him around. But after you get off work, give me a call. I might be able to remember something else. If you really aren’t interested, he’ll do. He’s cute too, and who knows, I think if we’re alone for a few minutes I can bring him out of his shell.”
All this time I never took my eyes off the sheet of paper. There was no way I was going to look at that woman any more than I had to. Not thinking clearly, I started to put the paper in my pocket, and then realized that her fingers still clutched the other side of the paper. As she let go, she took my hand in hers, then took her other hand and raked her fingers over the palm of my hand as she pulled away. If I had had a bucket of cold water, I would’ve doused her with it.  
I thanked her without mentioning her name again, then stepped back to avoid contact with her on the way to the front door. As we walked to the car, Lou told me that she blew us a kiss.
I unlocked Lightning. We both slid in. I turned to face the grin that had not gone away. I reached for my back pocket, acted like I’d lost my wallet.
“Oh, Lou. I must have dropped my wallet in that woman’s house. Would you go back and see if you can find it?”
“Say, Cy, how much is it worth to you if I keep this between us? George and Frank would love to know that you have a way with women.”
I ignored his comments, and spoke. 
“I don’t have any lipstick on me, do I, Lou? That woman was awfully close.”
“No, Cy. All I see is a bunch of sweat. It’s amazing how much you can sweat in the winter.”
“Some people’s homes are warmer than others.”
My partner laughed, and then continued. 
“By the way, Cy, I got a list of all the women who seemed interested in you today. If we’ve got time to drop by a store that sells little black books, I’ll write them down for you.”
I envisioned the women we’d encountered on Linden, Miss Lovely, and my next-door neighbor. Sometimes being a widower is tough. 
I floored Lightning before Lou could buckle and sent him scurrying to fasten his seatbelt. I called the department to find out where Phelps’s landlady lived.
 
+++
 
A few minutes later, we pulled up in front of a house on Owsley Avenue, got out, and walked to the door. A white-haired woman answered our knock. We identified ourselves and she invited us inside.
“I’m Mrs. Collins. What can I do for you gentlemen?”
“Mrs. Collins, did you rent a room to a man named Ray Phelps?”
“Yes, don’t tell me something happened to Ray.”
“Not as far as I know. I’m just trying to find him.”
“Has he done anything wrong?”
“Not that I know of. I just need to ask him some questions. Do you know where I can find him?”
“No, I’m sorry I can’t say where. I assume you already know that he’s left Hilldale.”
“We’d heard that he had, but we have no idea where he went. Supposedly, he had a friend here in town, but we can’t find out who it was.”
“There was a man who came to see him a few days before he left, but I don’t know his name.”
“Did you see the man?”
“Yes, I let him in.”
“Can you describe him?”
“I’m not good at things like that. He was average as much as I could tell.”
As she answered, I wondered if the man was an actor, or someone who had access to an actor’s accessories. If so, he probably came disguised.
“Were you there when Mr. Phelps saw him?”
“Yes, I went to get Ray. Told him he had a visitor.”
“How did Mr. Phelps react when he saw the man?”
“He recognized him, seemed glad to see him.”
“Did he have any other visitors?”
“No, just the one. But there was some woman that called here for him a few times. Ray told me she was a customer of the plumber he worked for, that she had hit on him when he was there. He told me he gave her my phone number in order to escape, but told me to tell her he was out if she called.”
“And she never came by?”
“He didn’t give her my address. One time when she called, she asked if I were Mrs. Harrison. I never gave her my name. I assume she wanted to know my last name, so she could match the name with the phone number and find out where Ray was staying. I was too smart for her.”
“How did Mr. Phelps seem when he moved out?”
“Oh, he was happy. Said he’d come into some money and was going to enjoy himself for a while.”
“Do you have any idea where he went?”
“Only that he said he was tired of all this cold weather, and he was going somewhere where it was warm.”
“And you haven’t heard from him since?”
“No, Lieutenant. I haven’t. I hope he’s okay.”
“I’m sure he is.”
As I walked out, I felt like someone who’d traveled down the yellow brick road, only to find that the road came to a dead end.
 
+++
 
I sat in the car, pondered what we would do next. Oh, I knew what we’d do next. It was late. Time to eat. But I contemplated what Thursday might hold for us. Just before I pulled away from Mrs. Collins’s house, I turned to Lou and smiled.
“Well, Lou, it looks like we’ve solved our murder.”
“We have?”
“Yeah, Phelps and Profitt’s sister were in it together. By now, they’re on some remote island soaking up the sun. Oh, well. Are you ready for something to eat?”
“If you’d rather drop me off at the house, Cy, you can.”
“What are you talking about?”
“I mean, I’ve got my own transportation. I can drive to the Blue Moon if you’d rather go back and eat with Miss Lovely.”
I looked for something to throw at my partner, like a tire jack, but alas, it was all the way in the back. Besides, with my luck I might’ve missed his head and broken a window. 
 
+++
 
Lou and I were eager to get home and get off our feet. Lou was still in the middle of a puzzle, a winter scene in the mountains.  I was anxious to see if Sheriff Andy Taylor could help me solve my case. Too bad Hilldale wasn’t like Mayberry. Sometimes people in Hilldale murdered other people. In Mayberry they merely got drunk and locked themselves in a jail cell. 
 
+++
 
I watched three episodes of The Andy Griffith Show and fell asleep during the fourth. By then I was so despondent that I was the one who had to solve all the murders and Andy got all the glory for doing little other than philosophizing. 
Things grew worse after I tucked myself in for the night. There’s something about mixing lots of good food with no results in the case that leads to nightmares. I had a doozy of a nightmare that night. As I left for work one morning, not paying any attention to my surroundings, a mangy mutt came from out of nowhere and tripped me. Before I could pick myself up from the snow, two women lunged for me from different directions. While the dog growled at me, warning me not to move, the hussy from next door licked the left side of my face. Crouching over me on the other side, Yolanda Lovely nibbled at my ear while she ran her fingers through my hair. I was helpless and lay there wondering if my face would ever be the same again. 
As I lay there, fading fast, I heard the faint call of a bugle. The noise grew progressively louder, when soon, on to the scene came Mark, my yard boy, who had stopped by the Blue Moon. He shoveled grub into my mouth until I’d gained enough strength to push both women into the snow. I scrambled to my feet, only to find Lou sitting on the front porch laughing profusely, while George Michaelson and Frank Harris stood nearby taking pictures. 
I was on my way over to take their cameras and break them over the porch railing when I woke up, found my pillow in my mouth and the bedcovers twisted around my body. The covers had mummified me so much that it took close to a minute before I could unwrap myself and rise above the occasion. I wondered if there was a safer way to sleep. I was sure there was. I knew that while I struggled with the covers and nightmares of women, Lou was laying under four covers snoring to his heart’s content. 
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I awoke Thursday morning and remembered the snowfall of the night before. I went to the window, looked out. I would get an official snowfall measurement as soon as I talked to my partner, but to my novice eyes, it didn’t look like it snowed as much as it had the previous week.
Snowfall. The previous week. My thoughts focused on those words, and I remembered that I still had an unsolved case. I still had work to do. New people invaded the case every day. I just didn’t know how much any of these new people, or any of the others for that matter, had anything to do with the three murders. At least, I assumed there were no new murders.  
 
+++
 
After spending time in the shower, and with God, I picked up the phone and dialed Sam’s number. He answered using a refrain I’d heard him use much too often.
“This is Sam I Am, dining on green eggs and ham.”
“So, you’re eating at Overlook Inn?”
“I don’t have your expense account, Cy. I’m feasting at Microwave R Us. They promise to have your food ready in five minutes or less, or you don’t have to eat it.”
“You might try dining at the Blue Moon some day.”
“I thought about it, but I’ve heard about the riffraff that invade that place.”
“Suit yourself, Riff and Raff will be going back soon, but I just wanted to know if you found out anything about our man Phelps yesterday.”
“I found a couple of places where he’s eaten. Most of the time he ate alone. A couple of times he came in with someone else. Once the waitress recognized the other man as Mr. Burris, the plumber. The other time was the day before Phelps left town. He went to this place with some guy. Took a booth. The waitress didn’t know the other guy. From what she could tell, they seemed like good friends. Also, they left a big tip. Much larger than what Phelps usually left.”
“Sam, I too have someone who saw a guy with Phelps. How hard would it be for you to come up with pictures of all the people I’ve had you check out?”
“You mean the ones who live here in town?”
“That’s right.”
“You mean everyone at the apartment building and everyone at the inn?”
“You got it.”
“Because there’s so many of them, you’d better give me until tomorrow morning.”
“That’s the soonest you can do?”
“I’m not sure, Cy, but it does take a while to come up with pictures of so many people.”
“That’s okay, Sam. Tomorrow will be fine. We’ll just work on other things today. I’ll give you a call in the morning and stop by and pick up the pictures.”
“Okay, Cy, but I’m not sharing my green eggs and ham.”
“Keep your green eggs and ham. I’ll take the Blue Moon any day.”
 
+++
 
Lightning left his calling card in the snow as he made tracks for Lou’s apartment. Lou was standing by the window watching for us as I pulled up out front. He threw up his hand to let me know he’d seen me, then moved away from the window. A few seconds later, Lou opened the front door and stepped out into the snow. He weighs only eleven pounds less than I do, but he manages to navigate the slippery snow better.
“He threw open the car door and shouted, “Fun, fun, fun, till my daddy took the T-bird away.”
“What’s the matter, Lou? Get a speeding ticket? I know a cop who might fix it for you.”
“And I know a cop who might fix you, too.”
“So, what’s all this ‘fun, fun, fun stuff?”
“That’s our clue for the day.”
“That gives me an idea. How’d you like to have fun today?”
My partner cautiously asked, “Doing what?”
“Well, Sam can’t come up with pictures of everyone until tomorrow morning. I thought it might help us if we showed one group the other group’s pictures. Maybe we can find someone who stepped off his home turf. How’d you like to take the day off and recharge your batteries?”
“I’m still not sure what you’re getting at, Cy. Doing what?”
“I thought we’d eat breakfast, then I’ll take you home, then come back and get you at lunch. You can do whatever you like in the meantime. Then, I’ll take you home again until time for supper. You know, like we’d gotten used to until our adversary decreased Hilldale’s population. That way we’ll both be ready to tackle things again the first thing tomorrow morning.”
“I think we can tackle better if someone lets us know who we’re to tackle.”
“You got that right.”
I felt that the time was right to tell Lou about my nightmare. He chuckled and slapped his knee a few times before responding. 
“It’s a premonition, Cy.”
“Bite your tongue.”
“I mean it. It’s in the cards. You’re in love with both women. It’s time you quit leading one of them on and decide which of the two you want to marry. On the one hand, there’s your neighbor, whom you’ve known for a long time. The three of you could have a wonderful time together, you, Miss Humphert, and the mutt. And then there’s Miss Lovely. She’s a lot younger. She’s a lot prettier. There’s a better chance she’ll be around to take care of you in your old age. On the other hand, what happens if a younger man comes along and snatches her away? At least with your next-door neighbor you don’t have to worry about another man wanting her. Just let me know, Cy. Who knows? If you set the date, Thelma Lou and I might decide to do the same thing.”
Lou’s interpretation of my nightmare was almost as bad as the nightmare itself. It seemed like Lightning was enjoying Lou’s diatribe so much that he slowed down. Finally, we arrived at the Blue Moon. I opened the door, jumped from Lightning as quickly as I could, and lunged for the front door of the restaurant.
As I plopped down on my stool, I turned to Rosie and said, “He’s not eating today.”
“So, what’s wrong with you two. Having a lover’s quarrel?"
“In a manner of speaking, yes,” Lou replied. “He’s had a lot of women after him this week. I think it’s time he settled down and got married.”
“Over my dead body,” Rosie said.
“Why do you care?” Lou asked.
“If he’s going marry anyone, it’ll be me. I’m not about to lose my job just because some women are after him. What happens if he marries on2e who can cook?”
Lou remembered Miss Lovely’s invitation to dinner and responded, “Well, at least one of them can.”
 
+++
 
I felt guilty about going home. We hadn’t solved the case, yet. Still, I knew that there are times when we are to step away, so that we can see the big picture. I returned home, plopped down in my recliner, but saw no picture. But I was about to. I could hear Lucy calling me. I thought it was fitting that the first episode I watched was one where Lucy thought that Ricky was trying to murder her. The laughs continued with the next installment, one where Ricky takes the checkbook away from Lucy because she hadn’t paid the bills in months. When Lucy finds out that she can win one thousand dollars on a radio show, just for making a fool of herself, she becomes a contestant. All she has to do to win the money is pretend that she has been married before. An actor will show up at her apartment at 8:00, and she is to tell Ricky that this man was her first husband. If she continues the charade until midnight, the money is hers. I laughed as Lucy found herself in one dilemma after another. I enjoyed the shows so much I almost forgot to pick Lou up for lunch. Almost, but not quite. My growling stomach alerted me to the time. 
 
+++
 
“So, what did you do this morning, Lou?”
“I had a puzzling experience.”
“You mean you worked on the case?”
“No, my mountain scene. I now have all the edge pieces in place and am missing only a few pieces of the cabin.”
“I hope the excitement wasn’t too much for you.”
“Watch it! I’m liable to imitate your voice some day, and invite your next-door neighbor over to visit.”
“Oh, didn’t I tell you. I’m thinking about installing an electric fence, and put a collar on my neighbor and her dog so they can’t get in.”
 
+++
 
Lou and I changed venues for lunch and tried a hole-in-the-wall called Hot Dog Haven. We had never eaten there, but had heard good things about it. We were warned not to judge the place by its décor, but then Lou and I have never allowed a restaurant’s furnishings to determine whether or not to eat there. If I see no mice or roaches, I’ll give a place a try one time. Well, I will unless its one of those cloth napkins and fancy tablecloth places. I’d never do one of those places without a lady in tow.
 
+++
 
Around 5:00, Lou called and woke me from my nap.
“Have you looked outside?”
“No, is my neighbor looking in my window?”
“If so, she’ll leave footprints.”
“Does that mean she’s our murderer?”
“Well, that would solve one of your problems. Then you’d be down to Miss Lovely and that old lady over on Linden Place.”
“Enough about my love life. I assume you mean it’s snowed some more.”
“One point seven eight inches so far, and it’s still snowing.”
“So what’re you saying? Do you want to eat early?”
“We might go a little early and then get home. We have a lot of people to talk to tomorrow.”
“Is six o’clock all right?”
“I’ll be waiting.”
“Don’t say it that way. People will think you’re my date.”
“Sorry, Cy, but Thelma Lou is much more my type.”
“Mine, too.”
“Keep your hands off my girl. You’ve already got at least four of your own.”
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I opened my eyes and welcomed Friday morning. Okay, I didn’t welcome it. Well, I guess I did, but I didn’t burst from my bed singing. I lay there, afraid to get up to see how much snow had fallen. When I mustered the courage, I had mixed feelings. The snow was too deep to drive through, but there was no note on my car. At least, I didn’t see any footprints beside it. Of course it’s possible the perp slithered up the other side. I was wondering what to do, when I heard the sound of a snow shovel coming from the front of the house. I walked through the house, looked out the living room window, and smiled. Mark, snow shoveler extraordinaire, was already at work on my driveway. I dashed to the shower so I would be dressed by the time he finished shoveling.
 
+++
 
I picked up the phone to call Sam to make sure Lou and I had a full day. I heard someone pick up the phone, then listened. I waited until he spoke first.
“From the heavy breathing on the other end of the line I’d say that my caller is an overweight policeman.”
“I like corpulent and obese better.”
“How about a well-rounded individual?”
“Now, I think I like yours better. So, tell me, Master Sleuth, did you run through the neighborhood and take everyone’s picture?”
“My methods are different from yours, Cy, but I do have all the pictures. You doubted my abilities?”
“No, anyone who can come up with Ray Phelps picture ought to be able to round up all the local rowdies. Is it okay if Lou and I stop by after we eat?”
“What are we talking about? A little before noon?”
“No, we’ll be there at least by eleven. Take a nap and we’ll put you to work when we get there.”
 
+++
 
Mark ran interference for me, so I managed to get to Lightning and skid out of my driveway before the woman from another planet could sink her claws into my tires. The main streets had been plowed, but Lightning tiptoed down the side streets, hoping not to get stuck. I pulled up in front of the good sergeant’s house. He stepped outside, picked up some snow, molded it into a snowball, and hoisted it in my direction. Only his old age kept him from making contact. I could tell he thought about making a second snowball, but refrained, jaunted over to where I was parked, and opened the door. He spoke before he got in.
“Night owl.”
“No, I went to bed about the same time last night.”
“I mean those are our words for the day,” he said as he sat down and closed the door.
“Does it mean that you and I are about to stay up late, or that we are to look for someone who does?”
I looked at my partner and read his unspoken words. The look on his face told me what he had told me so many times over the years. I am just the messenger, not the interpreter. But I could tell that he too wondered what the words meant.
I anticipated another fun day, so I got the ball rolling.
“Question,  Lou.  We’re heading out to Overlook Inn today. Would you rather eat breakfast there, rather than the Blue Moon?”
He looked around the car, like he was searching for something.
“What’re you looking for, Lou?”
“I’m trying to find the ejector button for your seat.”
“Won’t do any good, Lou. I’ve got my seatbelt on.”
“I’ll hit that button first.”
“Can you wait until we get to the Blue Moon and eject me inside?”
“I can, but you’ll be the one responsible for replacing the glass window.”
I pictured myself pulling shards of glass from my face. It was not a pretty sight, but then my face has been known to scare people without the glass. I anticipated that my face would scare a few people later that day, but not enough for someone to confess to the murders. That would take a little more work.
We headed to the Blue Moon amid little traffic. My guess was that most people had already gotten where they were going or had looked outside and decided to put off what must be done for at least one more day. It was a good day to hibernate, but some of us could not curl up beside the fireplace until our murderer was caught. Of course, I would need to have a fireplace installed before I could curl up beside one, but I wouldn’t have minded staying home.
I maneuvered Lightning into a parking place right in front of the Blue Moon and hoisted myself from the car. Forty-five minutes later, fully loaded, two chubby cops left the diner and made tracks for Sam’s place. Like Lou and I, Sam is allowed to use his home as his base of operations. We go to the police department proper only when necessary. We pulled up in front of Sam’s place, and he saw us coming. He met us at the door, waving a handful of photographs. 
“Good timing, Cy. I barely had time to read War and Peace while I waited on you.”
“Is that the cartoon that’s in the newspaper?”
Lou and I stepped inside and Sam handed me a copy of each of the pictures. I was impressed by their pristine condition. I didn’t want to ask him how he came up with them. If I did, he would give me a talk about how most cops have left the dark ages behind. I looked at the picture on top, then slid it to the bottom and looked at the next until I’d looked at all of them. All of them were easily identifiable. Recent pictures anyone could recognize, as long as he or she had seen any of these people. I wondered how Sam had come up with pictures of Rothschild, who never seemed to leave his apartment, and Mrs. Crouch, an apartment manager that didn’t seem to fit in with the mix. And Manfred and Mabel Mitchuson seldom left the inn. At least, they don’t as far as I know. I separated the pictures into two groups, those that resided at the inn, and the residents of Oppenheimer Arms. Then, I added Phelps’s picture. Sam too had copies of all our suspects. While Lou and I tackled the people at the inn, Oppenheimer Arms, and Phelps’s landlady, Sam would go back to those people who recognized Phelps’s picture to see if they recognized any of the other people.
 
+++
 
The snow had been cleared, so all we had to do to get from town to Precipice Point was navigate the slalom course. Lou informed me that the snowfall total at his house was three and one-half inches, or about the same amount we had had the night before. The last two nights’ snowfall was just shy of what we had had the night before we arrived at the inn. 
With the snow being so deep, Lightning couldn’t plow through the unshoveled circular driveway of the Overlook Inn, so we parked on the bridge and trudged uphill to the heated building. Two days later, with our candy supply depleted, we arrived at the inn.
I opened the door and the two of us stepped inside. An unsuspecting  Longworth  looked  up  from  behind  the check-in counter. His look told us that he was as excited to see us as he would have been if he’d heard that his mother-in-law had been paroled. 
“Sorry, Lieutenant, we have no new bodies to report.”
“Oh, and we were looking forward to spending the rest of the winter with you. Anyway, the day is still young. You never know when the next body will drop.”
“Do you know something that I don’t?” Longworth asked, looking concerned.
“I would hope so, Mr. Longworth. I hope you haven’t found out what Sgt. Murdock and I did in English class back in the eighth grade. We’d hoped to take that secret to our graves.”
“Are you telling me that you’ll be checking out soon?”
“Don’t get your hopes up, Mr. Longworth. You know how much you’d miss our unexpected visits. After we’ve gotten to know each other and become just good friends. The next two cops might not be nice guys like the two of us.”
“So why did you come and see me today? You could’ve called. I could’ve answered any of your questions by phone.”
“But how are you at identifying photographs over the phone?”
“Do you have another corpse for me to identify? Has another of my actors been murdered?”
“Now, Mr. Longworth. You know we must keep some secrets until we get to know each other better. What I’d like right now is to see everyone, one at a time, in the conference room. You know how much I like talking to people in those cozy surroundings.”
“You want everyone.”
“Don’t tell me you wanted all the attention. You need to share me with the others. Don’t worry. I’ve got only a couple of questions for everyone, and because you’re so jealous, I’m going to save you for last.”          
I had Longworth unlock the door to the conference room. I stepped inside, and then sent Lou with Longworth to see that the proprietor did his job properly, without talking. 
I made a list of the order I wanted to see everyone, and once the crew had been assembled, I had Lou stand outside with them, so no one would talk on his or her way out of the room. I removed the photographs of everyone at the inn, and had the others ready for each person to identify.
I started with the two chefs and the server. None of them seemed to recognize Phelps or any of the actors. When I asked if any of them had heard that the inn would once again include plays among its activities, all of them said, “no,” but Antoine appeared to be lying. 
I had Lou let Manfred in next. 
“Good to see you again, Manfred. This will just take a minute. I want you to look at these photos and tell me if you’ve ever seen any of these people.” 
He gave them a careful look. 
“No. At least, I don’t think so. None of them look familiar. Should I know them? Wait a minute. Yeah, this guy. He was a guest at the inn when you were.”
I made a note that he had identified Tony McArthur, the only actor who showed up at the inn without a disguise.
“Are you saying the rest of them have been here, too?”
“Not necessarily. Most of them are people who live in Hilldale. I was just wondering if any of them had been guests at the inn.”
“There have been very few guests at the inn so far. I assume there will be more when the weather warms up and people find out about this place. Most of the ones who’ve stayed here were here when you were.” 
“One other question. Who told you that the theater at the inn would reopen?”
“My wife. She told me that Mrs. Longworth told her. Please don’t tell Mrs. Longworth. I’d hate for us to get in trouble and lose our jobs.”
“Don’t worry, Manfred. This is our secret. You can go now.”
“That’s good. I just finished shoveling the roof. I need to plow the driveway.”
Manfred left, and his wife came in next. Her statements echoed his.
I finished with the Mitchusons and took Mrs. Longworth before her husband. She claimed to have talked to no one about the possibility of plays at the inn and didn’t recognize any of the people.  
Finally we admitted Longworth, and Lou came in with him.
“See, Mr. Longworth, it hasn’t been painful or time consuming. No one was injured, nor did anyone lose much work time answering our questions. That is, up to now. Now, it’s your turn. Tell me the last time you saw this guy,” I said as I thrust Phelps picture under his nose.
“I don’t think I’ve ever seen this individual.”
“Are you sure, Mr. Longworth? We might have someone who has seen the two of you together.”
“If so, we weren’t together. I do not know this man.”
“What about any of these people?”
Longworth looked through the pictures. 
“These six are all actors. I assume these other three are too, but to the best of my knowledge I’ve never seen them.” 
I took the pictures from Longworth. He recognized everyone expect Mrs. Crouch, Profitt, and Phelps.
“And have you seen any of these six since the inn reopened?”
“Well, two of them died here, so you know I recognized those two. Unless some of the others came in costume, I haven’t seen any of them recently.”
“Okay, now to question number three. Who did you talk to about offering plays at the inn?”
“Just Carter Thornton.”
“No one else?”
“No.”
“Not even your wife?”
“Oh, sure. We’ve talked about it. We talked about it before we took over the inn. I thought you meant actors.”
“I mean anyone at all.”
“Just Carter and my wife.”
“And no one knew that Carter Thornton was to be here the weekend he was murdered?”
“Not that I know of.”
“So why did these other actors come in costume?”
“I have no earthly idea, Lieutenant. I’ve been thinking about the same thing and haven’t come up with a solution.”
The man seemed to be telling the truth, but one never knows when one is dealing with thespians. They are used to performing.
I thanked him for his time and offered to drop in whenever I was in the neighborhood. Longworth cringed seconds after I spoke.   
We left the conference room and walked to the front door of the inn. I opened the door and stepped out into the cool air. Manfred had made a path from the garage to the bridge. We had only to trudge through the snow as far as the garage before following in Manfred’s tractor marks as we returned to Lightning. Some things fit into place. Others didn’t. I still had no idea who our murderer was, and I had no clue who suggested that the actors go to Overlook Inn. Could it have been the murderer? Two of our suspects died at the inn, but the third died at home. Was there any significance to that?
By the time Lou and I tiptoed over the bridge and slunk back down onto our seats, Manfred had plowed most of the driveway.  I  drove  Lightning  over  the  bridge, took the loop to  the  right,  stopped  after  a  few  feet, and backed Lightning onto the left-side of the drive so I could turn around. This beat using Lightning’s reverse gear to get back to town. As we crossed the bridge, I stopped at the path that led to the trailer, and got out. I wanted to find out if anyone had visited the trailer since the previous night’s snowfall. There were no tracks. I was thankful for this, and Lou and I returned to town. 
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I looked at my watch as we entered the city limits. It was 11:54. If we ate then, we would have to eat again before supper. Besides, the Blue Moon is always the fullest from 7:00-8:30 a.m. and around noon. What if we went to the Blue Moon and found someone sitting on our stools? What grounds would we have for arresting them? We decided to wait until after we’d checked with Mrs. Collins. I reached into my pocket and yanked out a Hershey Almond Bar. I pulled over to savor a bite or two before visiting with Phelps’s landlady. After I gathered enough strength to get by until lunch, I pulled away from the curb. Not expecting a hasty retreat, Lou spilled a couple of M&Ms on the floor mat. 
I apologized for interrupting Mrs. Collins’s lunch and told her we’d just take a couple of minutes of her time, even though she had the most photographs to look at. 
“I’m sorry, Lieutenant, but none of these people was the man who came to see Ray.”
“Have you seen any of them on any other occasion?”
“Not that I know of.”
I thanked her and Lou and I left. 
“Looks like we’ve struck out so far, Lou.”
“Yeah, but maybe someone at the apartment house has seen one of these birds.”
I hoped so. We were running out of leads.
 
+++
 
Since it was only 12:34 when we left Mrs. Collins, we stopped by the grocery on the way to the diner in order to stock up on our candy supply before stopping for lunch. 
 
+++
 
As Lou and I stepped from the Blue Moon, an idea came to me. Before we questioned anyone at Oppenheimer Arms, we would check the parking area in the back to see what the latest snowfall could tell us. Maybe, if we were lucky, we would find tracks, and a sign that said, “This way to the murderer.”
 
+++
 
Lou and I looked at the snow-covered cars that donned the area behind the apartment building. Did any of these people ever leave? But it wasn’t the cars that were there that warranted our attention, but the one that had come and gone. Just like the previous week, someone had slid in under the dark of night and slithered out undetected. Who could it have been? Did the murderer return to the scene of the crime? I took out my notebook that listed the make and model of vehicle each of the residents drove. Everyone who remained alive was at home. At least, if anyone had left, he or she hadn’t driven away in their own vehicles.
Lou and I discussed our plan. Just like before, we would begin with Mrs. Crouch. We planned to show the pictures to everyone and watch his or her eyes and body movements to determine if anyone was lying to us. We also planned to ask each person if he or she had had a visitor that day, or knew of anyone else who had. 
Forty-five minutes later, we had finished, but appeared no closer to solving the murder. Mrs. Crouch recognized no one except for Phelps. Just like before, Arthur Rothschild was lying on his couch, his wheelchair nearby. The only picture he was able to identify was Sidney Longworth, who had directed him in many plays.  Martin Mulroney appeared nervous at the sight of us, but no more so when he shuffled through the photographs. Having been at the inn in two costumes, of course he recognized Mr. and Mrs. Longworth. He must have had a good eye for people, because he also recognized the Mitchusons and Justin, our server. Virgil Profitt, who claimed to be new to the area, recognized no one. And last, Tony McArthur, who seemed as happy to see us and as comfortable with our visit as he had on our previous encounters, recognized the same people that Mulroney recognized. Our visit had uncovered nothing new, or had it? No one’s answer caused a red flag to wave violently before my eyes. And no one claimed to have had a morning visitor, or to have heard anyone visiting any of the other residents. The only person Mrs. Crouch heard enter the building was the mailman, and he parked out front. While she couldn’t be certain, she was fairly sure no one else had entered the building that day. 
 
+++
 
Lou and I sat in Lightning in front of Oppenheimer Arms, wondering if our visit made anyone uncomfortable. All but one of the people we had questioned were actors. Supposedly, good actors. I assume that a good actor can hide his feelings better than an everyday murderer. Still, no murderer, even one who is an actor, is a match for Dekker and Murdock.
After Lou and I spent a few minutes in silence, gathering our thoughts, we talked, to see if either of us picked up on anything that might help us solve the murders. The best we could come up with was an idea to stake out the apartment building, to see who might have visited in the dead of night. As we contemplated that move, neither of us were eager to sit in Lightning freezing half the night, or to pitch a tent in the parking lot and alert our visitor that stupid police were freezing to death under his nose. Neither did we want to borrow a key to any of the deceased’s apartments, thus alerting Mrs. Crouch of what we were up to. We didn’t think she had murdered anyone, but we wanted to keep our plans to ourselves. 
We remembered that the department owned a RV which had been used for surveillance on occasion. Actually, someone had donated it and taken a tax write off. If we signed out for it, and parked it in the parking lot behind the apartment building next door, it wouldn’t appear suspicious to anyone who visited Oppenheimer Arms and any of its residents in the middle of the night. Could it be that someone at Oppenheimer Arms had an accomplice, and waited until all of the other residents had bedded down for the night before calling someone and giving the “all clear” signal?  If so, I doubted if anyone would bother to peruse the parking area next door, and if he or she did, I doubted if an RV would arouse suspicion. He or she would merely think that one of the old people next door had company from out of town. Maybe a son or daughter.
Neither of us had any idea when someone might visit, but if someone did, we figured that he or she would try to sneak in and out while most of the world slept. With an RV, part of that sleeping world could be one of us. Lou and I could take turns staking out the property next door, and take turns sleeping. 
Content on our next plan of action, I steered Lightning away from the apartment building, and headed to find my good friend, Milton Arbogast, who was in charge of all the surveillance equipment for the department, among his other job descriptions.
He asked when we needed it, and for how long. I told him if it was ready we could take it then, and we wanted to use it until we found our man. 
Lou and I walked around back to the fenced-in area that held extra vehicles. We were eager to look the RV over. The department had only one RV, so it wasn’t hard for us to find it. I inserted the key Arbogast had given me, unlocked the vehicle, and motioned for Lou to go first. Not expecting any danger, he agreed, and stepped up into the camper. 
The thick curtain between the front seats and the rest of the RV helped hide the equipment inside, as well as keep any of the outside world from seeing the lighted area in the back, and knowing if anyone was inside. Lou and I were busy checking out the refrigerator, trying to see how much it would hold, when Arbogast opened the door to see how much we knew about the workings of the RV. We both admitted that we knew little. Arbogast spent the next few minutes walking us through the unit. The only thing different about the department’s RV and a normal one was that the one that belonged to the department had an area half-way back with a control panel to use in surveillance. Both Lou and I had planned to use our eyes to watch, but Arbogast said it would be better if we sat in the back undetected, flipped the switch on the panel, and watched on the monitor while we listened through the speakers. Both of us were apprehensive about using modern technology, so Arbogast said we should keep it simple. All we needed to do was flip a couple of switches, and maneuver a joystick to position and reposition the outside camera. After playing with the gizmos for a few minutes, we reluctantly agreed to give it a try. 
I parked Lightning in a suitable spot, gave her a couple of pats as if to say that I’d be back soon, then drove around the lot a couple of times until I became familiar with how to steer the RV.
With the unit secured, two hungry cops headed to the grocery to stock the camper’s refrigerator. A whole night without food can be a long time if one has to spend part of his time doing nothing but staying awake and acting like a Peeping Tom. 
 
+++
 
I dropped Lou off at his place, so that the two of us could take naps before our long night. After Lou got out of the RV, he leaned in and told me that he would be willing to sacrifice and  stay  home  if  I  would  rather  take  Miss  Lovely or Miss Humphert with me on the stakeout. After he shut the door, I contemplated  dropping  back  by headquarters to see if anyone had confiscated any poison. Surely, no one other than Thelma Lou could possibly miss Lou Murdock. 
 
+++
 
“Oh, Cyrus,” a grating voice roared from behind me. “You’ve decided to surprise me. You rented a motor home so the two of us can go away for the weekend.”
I turned to face my neighbor. 
“I’d be willing to buy one if you’d go away forever.”
“Oh, Cyrus, are you proposing to me and Twinkle Toes?”
“I’m sorry, Miss Humphert, but bigamy has been outlawed in this state, but if I have to choose between the two of you, I’ll take the mutt.”
“Oh, Cyrus, I always knew you loved Twinkle Toes as much as she loves you.”
“Actually, I’ve recently met someone who does testing on animals. You have no idea how many volts they can shoot into such a little animal. Some of them actually live through the first test, although they’re never the same again.”
“Nor will I be the same after spending a weekend with you. Where are we going?”
“How about Bora Bora? You and Muffy go ahead and I’ll fly out later to meet you. And don’t pay any attention to the sign ‘Shark Infested Waters.’ They just put those signs up so the place won’t get too crowded. Just remember to throw Muffy in first, and if she doesn’t come back, jump in after her. Now, I don’t want to keep you. Hurry on.”
“Oh, Cyrus, you can keep me as long as you want.”
“Oh, you wouldn’t believe the number of places I can think of where I’d like to keep you.”
“Oh, Cyrus, you are so romantic.”
I couldn’t take any more. I needed to get inside before she jumped me and started nibbling on my ear.   
 
 
+++
 
I rushed inside and called Sam. He had just gotten back from playing name that non-celebrity. Not one person had identified any of our suspects. Whoever we were dealing with was very good at what he or she did.
 
+++
 
“I just wanted to let you know I’m on my way to pick you up, as long as you refrain from any of those comments about me and some woman.”
“I’m sorry to hear that you and Betty aren’t on speaking terms.”
“I’m talking about those other women. The ones you keep associating with me.”
“Oh, you mean Miss Ugly and Miss Lovely?”
“Exactly. And one of the aforementioned nearly jumped me when I showed up driving an RV.”
I heard laughing on the other end, then a response. 
“Maybe it’s time to tell her that you’ve found someone else.”
“No thanks. I’d rather lose this one.” 
 
+++
 
We arrived at the corner apartment building a little before 9:00. I parked around the corner and sent Lou to see if there was a large enough space to park near the Oppenheimer building. He came back and nodded. As I eased down the driveway, hoping not to arouse any of the residents in either building, I smiled as I turned the corner and saw the open space before me. It was as if everyone knew we were coming and had left enough space for me to park. I even had room to turn around when it came time to leave. 
Lou and I sprinted to the back as quickly as we could. Lou plopped down in front of the control panel while I searched the refrigerator and cabinets for things to eat. Not wanting too much mess, we refrained from buying anything that needed to be cooked. I opened a can of Vienna sausages, took out a package of crackers, opened a jar of sweet pickles, and ripped open a bag of Frito’s. Then, it was just a matter of pulling out a couple of Diet Pepsis, and eating junk food until it was time to fix the ice cream sundaes. To make the occasion seem more festive, we bought hot fudge, caramel, and marshmallow toppings, peanuts, pecans, a can of whipped cream, and maraschino cherries. If we were going to have to stay out all night, we were going to do so in style. 
While I was working on munchies, Lou took out the sheet of paper containing his notes, turned the panel on, and familiarized himself with which knobs to turn and buttons to push. By the time I’d filled up two plates with food and poured soft drinks in two ample-sized, plastic, ice-filled glasses, Lou had maneuvered the camera to where he had a good view of the parking lot next door. We ate and talked until 10:00, at which time we flipped a coin to see who had the first watch. I took the first two hour watch, while Lou got comfy on the bed in the back. 
At 4:00 a.m., as I woke Lou for his second watch, I had sat through two watches and Lou one without any hint that anyone else was alive. I settled down for my second nap of the night, a nap that would be shorter than the first. 
 
+++
 
I felt Lou shake me. 
“Cy, we’ve got a nibble.”
I rubbed my eyes, tried to wake up. 
“What’s that, Lou?”
“Some guy just pulled in behind the apartment building next door. I watched him a minute, but he’s just sitting there. Hasn’t gotten out. Just sits there. I don’t know if he spotted me, or not.”
“Good work, Lou. Let’s watch him. See if he gets out.”
“What if he doesn’t?”
“Let’s just be patient and see.”
The two of us sat there watching the SUV that pulled in. We couldn’t really see the guy, but he hadn’t gotten out yet. He just sat there. I decided to give him ten minutes, and then if he didn’t move, I’d start the RV, move out slowly, block the driveway to Oppenheimer Arms, then walk down the drive and corral the guy. There had to be some reason why he chose to go to that particular apartment building in the middle of the night. My guess was he was the same guy who had been there before. I looked at my watch. It was 5:12. Too early for any decent person to come calling on any of the neighbors. None of the apartments in the back had their lights on, so if anyone expected this guy, it had to be someone in front. Or could it be that no one was tipping his hand until the guy went inside? Or maybe the darkness inside meant that all was not clear? Had someone spotted us?  
After seven minutes, the guy next door got out of his vehicle, went inside. He was carrying something, but from where we sat I couldn’t tell what it was. Neither could Lou. As soon as our suspect went inside, I made a move.
“Lou, I’m going to pull around front and block the drive. If he doesn’t come out within a couple of minutes, we’ll go in after him.”
I backed up to turn around, so I could pull out of the driveway. Once I accomplished that, I pulled out onto the street and positioned the RV so the guy couldn’t get out of the driveway, then went back to join Lou with surveillance. We would give him a couple of minutes, watch him on the monitor if he came toward us. Just a few minutes after I joined Lou in the back, I saw headlights flashing across the back of the building. The guy was leaving. Boy would he be in for a surprise as soon as he turned up the driveway and saw us blocking his exit. Halfway up the driveway, the guy must’ve spotted us. He hit  the  brakes  slightly,  flashed  his lights  off  and  on,  and  then cut them off. I looked at Lou, wondered what our visitor’s next move would be. Would he just sit there? Would he ram us? Would he back down the driveway, or get out and start running? He sat there for a few minutes, contemplating his move. In our excitement, I hit the joystick, and knocked the camera off course. Because of an overhanging limb that hung down from a tree near the street, we hadn’t gotten a good look at the SUV up to that point. We knew that it was an SUV, nothing more. Lou frantically tried to reposition the camera by moving the joystick, but the camera must’ve gotten stuck in a tree limb. Our mishap prevented us from knowing that our visitor had crept forward edging closer to us. I lunged forward toward the passenger side window, hoping to slide the window open a few inches, and stick my hand out to free the camera from the tree limb. Before I could accomplish this, our unknown visitor hit the gas, cut hard left at the sidewalk, barreled down the walkway in the opposite direction from the way we were headed, and turned left at the first street. I managed to get to the door just as he turned onto the connecting street. As quickly as I could, I freed the camera, stumbled over to the driver’s seat, turned the vehicle around, and pursued our fleeing nocturnal visitor. 
We turned onto the street our pursuant took. Naturally, he was already out of sight. I spent fifteen minutes looking for the guy, but to no avail. Maybe Louie, our department expert, could tell something from the pictures, although I expected little help from those pictures. Maybe a black-and-white spotted the guy driving like a madman and pulled him over. I called the department, ran a check on the guy, but no one in the traffic division had encountered any suspicious drivers. Maybe our guy had pulled into a nearby driveway and hid until we passed. Then he drove off the other way like nothing had happened. 
Frustrated, I drove back to Oppenheimer Arms, and parked around the corner. Lou and I got out, noticed no lights coming from any of the apartments, and walked to the rear of the apartment building. The MO was the same. I was sure whoever our visitor was, he was the same person who had done this before. But why? Was he engaged in illegal activities with someone at Oppenheimer Arms? If so, who? No one gave himself away by turning on the lights when our visitor arrived. And when I pulled around to the front, all of the windows were still dark. There was nothing for us to do but go home and crawl into bed.
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I hate stakeouts. No homicide detective should have to do them. I threw off the covers at 10:07 Saturday morning, still tired. A few hours earlier, on the way to take Lou to his place, we contemplated doing another stakeout the next night, but we figured our visitor wouldn’t return so soon. If he had a rendezvous with someone at Oppenheimer Arms, my guess is they would either hold off for a few days, or look for a new location. Lou and I decided to get some sleep, then head downtown to see what evidence our camera might have for us. Our worst case scenario was to check with DMV and identify all the people in Hilldale who owned SUVs. Surely, there weren’t that many. I didn’t want to consider that our visitor was someone from out of town. Besides, he’d been around too many times lately to be someone from a distance. If the pictures or DMV checks didn’t shed some light on the case, Lou and I would consider talking to SUV owners in surrounding counties. 
After stumbling around the house for a few minutes, I remembered what a fool idea Lou and I had tried the night before. Everything came back to me. Everything that I knew up to that point. We had our puzzle together except one small part. The identity of our murderer. In time, we would accomplish that, and put this case to bed. 
As I showered, I relived the night before. At least the parts when I was awake.  I questioned whether or not to mention to Thelma Lou that Lou snores. I also wondered about embellishing the story.  When  I  tell  the story, I wondered if I should I mention that I pushed the RV out of the way of the oncoming freight train, thus saving Lou’s life? And should Lou and I be up for raises after saving the department tons of money by saving all that equipment? I must’ve spent too much time thinking about it. I was shocked back into the present when I noticed freezing water causing chills to spread over my entire body. A big area for chills, I must say.
I called Lou, who had been up for over an hour, and told him that I would pick him up in a few minutes, and that we would make a dash for the Blue Moon in order to get our brains working well enough to solve the case. Lou agreed with my strategy. 
 
+++
 
After we added a few pounds of food to our insides, two reinvigorated policemen hastened to headquarters, hoping to find out the identity of our almost assailant.
I hate to work on weekends, particularly when I need assistance, because most of the top people aren’t on duty. It took a little longer than it would’ve taken us during the week, but we were able to come up with all the information we would’ve gathered had we waited until Monday. There were no pictures. The only information we had were the few visuals we saw from within the RV. Both Lou and I guessed that the SUV was either light gray or some shade of tan. We didn’t see enough of the vehicle to guess the make or model. The darkness of the night and the bright headlights shining at us prevented that. That made our job harder. Luckily, someone on duty knew more about computers than Lou or I did. A young man we didn’t know fed information into the computer and the computer spit out printed pages for the two of us to peruse. We decided to peruse them at my house after picking up some food at Antonio’s on the way.
 
+++
 
I spread out our computer printouts on the dining room table, and Lou and I went to work. I couldn’t believe a small, old-fashioned town like ours had so many people driving SUVs. We soon learned that Hilldale residents owned 257 SUVs. We chopped that number considerably when we eliminated dark blue, brown, dark gray, and black SUVs. Still, ninety-four people were more than I wanted to call on. True, the number of people who owned mid-sized cars was a lot higher, but if Lou and I were going to call on each of these people, it would take us a while. We would have to do it alone. No one else saw the vehicle we were looking for. While it was dark and we weren’t able to identify the person, we could rule out some people based on size. Too bad the person we were looking for was not our size. There weren’t too many men our size, though I expected that more of the corpulent ones drove SUVs than yellow bugs.
It took us over an hour to pare the field. We studied our list, including addresses and occupations. No one stood out over the others. We decided to ride together, even though it would take longer. Besides, neither of us wanted to be the guy working hours after his partner had found the man we were looking for, and since neither of us owned a cell phone, neither of us would’ve been able to alert the other one that our mission had been accomplished.
I was amazed when I found out that one of the programs on the computer routed out our stops for us. All I had to do was drive. Well, drive and walk. Up to one door. Back from that door. On to the next one. 
Our first two SUV owners were at home, but we quickly eliminated them from our list. The third name on the list wasn’t at home. It dawned on me that it might mean a second trip to see this person. Maybe our murderer would die and leave a confession before we finished our list. 
Lou and I adopted a plan to use if no one was at home. We would check the driveway, and garage if possible, for an SUV, to see if we could rule out said vehicle. If that didn’t work, we’d check with the neighbors to see what we could learn about the SUV owner who lived nearby. It helped at one early stop. The owners of the SUV were in Florida for the winter. So was the SUV.
A little after 4:30, with no success except the ability to eliminate a few people, I pulled up in front of a duplex. The two of us got out. I glanced at our list. We were looking for the occupant on the left. As we neared the door, an elderly woman opened the door of the right-hand unit. 
“May I help you?” she asked.
I flashed her my credentials, and spoke. 
“We’re looking for Jon Edwards.”
“That’s my grandson.”
“Is he in?”
“No, Jon went home for the weekend.”
“Could you tell me when he left and when he’s expected back?”
“Is he in some kind of trouble, Lieutenant?”
“No, I just want to talk to him. He hasn’t done anything wrong that I’m aware of.”
“I knew that boy wouldn’t do anything wrong. He doesn’t do anything but study. He’s a graduate student.”
“And when did he leave and when is he expected back?”
“Sorry, Lieutenant. I’m not used to being interrogated by a policeman. Jon left Thursday afternoon. He should be back some time tomorrow night.”
“Well, thank you for your time.”
 
+++
 
At 5:30, dead tired, Lou and I decided to call it a day. We were still worn out from the night before, and were tired of freezing and watching our breaths go before us. Both of us were tempted to wait until Monday before contacting any more people, but we knew we’d have a better chance of finding people home on a wintry Sunday afternoon in January than we would on Monday morning. We would rest for the night, go to church on Sunday morning, grab a quick bite to eat afterward, and work through as much of our list as we could. Somewhere, there was someone who could help us solve this case. We merely needed to find out who this person was and talk to him or her.
Lou and I left for dinner, then both of us retired early. Sunday would be almost as busy as the previous two days.
 
+++
 
I awoke Sunday morning more refreshed. A good night’s sleep had definitely helped. Also, it stirred my heart to be able to look forward to church, instead of immediately heading to work. I showered, spent time reading my devotionals and in prayer, then left the house to pick Lou up. Two hours later, we were nourished by the magnificent éclairs the church offers each Sunday, and blessed by the pastor’s message. We lingered a few minutes to visit, then hurried out the door and ate much too fast. Lou and I wolfed down two half-pound burgers with everything, two large orders of fries without the much-needed gravy that makes them worth eating, and two super-sized drinks. There was no time to waste. We were about to take off some of the pounds we had put on so far that day.
We worked until a little after 7:00, satisfied that we’d made it through all but twelve people on the list, but dissatisfied that we hadn’t found our man. Frustrated, I drove to Antonio’s for some good Italian food to help me rest easier. The sour looks left our faces as soon as our server plopped down a large order of Italian nachos. We finished seconds before she returned with veal parmesan for me, and spaghetti and meatballs for Lou. By the time we finished, our spirits had almost been lifted to the mountaintop. A couple of desserts would take us the rest of the way.
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Lou had a smile on his face when he opened the car door on Monday morning. I looked at him, raised my eyebrows. His look turned serious, funeral serious. 
“Okay, Lou. What’s up?”
“The end is near,” he said in a most serious voice.
“What end? The end of the case, or the end of the world?”
“Since Jesus told us we will not know the time when he returns, I’ll guess that the case is almost over.”
“Great! Who did it?”
“I’m leaning toward Professor Plum, but I haven’t ruled out Mr. Green.”
“Don’t overlook Miss Scarlet.”
“Frankly, my dear, I don’t think she did it.”
“If you my dear me again, you’re going to drive your own car.”
“Just quoting Shakespeare.”
“I believe it was Margaret Mitchell.”
“I thought she was Dennis the Menace’s mother.”
“Just buckle up and keep your hands to yourself.”
 
+++
 
We did our best to feed the hungry, and keep the Blue Moon in business, then took off to contact the twelve remaining names on our list. We found only two of them at home. 
“So much for being almost to the end.”
“We’ve got nothing else to do. Why don’t we go back to those we didn’t find at home over the weekend?”
“Might as well.”
Our first few stops were fruitless. Then, I pulled up in front of the duplex we visited on Saturday. 
“I thought we found someone home here, Cy.”
“We did, but the SUV belongs to her grandson. He’s supposed to be back from out of town. We might as well check and see if he’s here, so we can cross another one off our list.”
“But if he was out of town, how could he be the guy we’re looking for?”
“He couldn’t, but maybe he loaned his gas-guzzler to the Welcome Wagon.”
We got out and approached the door. This time the little old lady didn’t intercept us. I approached the door on the left and rang the bell. I didn’t want to talk to the old lady again, and I figured she would be less likely to hear the bell than if I knocked. But then I had no idea how thick the walls were.
A few seconds later, a young man answered the door.
“Jon Edwards?”
“He’s not in from class yet. I’m his cousin and roommate, Tom Singletary. Maybe I can help you?”
“I’m Lt. Dekker, and this Sgt. Murdock.”
“Maybe I’m the guy you’re looking for. Did you catch those guys yet?”
“Which guys are you talking about?”
“The guys in that RV that was blocking me, keeping me from getting out of that drive over on Linden the other day? The ones who were about to shoot me with a laser?”
I had to think quickly. Evidently this guy was on the up-and-up and had reported us to the department. 
“Oh, those guys. You mean no one at the department called you?”
“No. Could you excuse me for a minute? I have my girlfriend on the phone. I’ll tell her I’ll call her back when I’m finished.”
As soon as I was sure Tom couldn’t hear me, I whispered to Lou. 
“Not a word of this to anyone. Now we have to find out why he’s spent so much time on Linden.”
Just as I finished, Tom returned to the door. 
“So, how come you’re looking for Jon?”
“Actually, I guess we’re looking for you. Are you the guy who’s made several trips over to Linden in Jon’s SUV during the last week or two?”
“I wouldn’t say several. I think it’s been four times now. When it’s not snowing I drive my own car, but it doesn’t do well in the snow. Since I finish my paper route before John has to leave for school, he lets me drive his SUV on days when I need the extra traction.”
I had dismissed the paperboy, when the lady in the apartment building next door told me he didn’t drive an SUV. I guess I shouldn’t have.
“So, tell me Tom, why don’t you use the front door at Oppenheimer Arms?”
“They lock the front door each night, and don’t open it in the morning until after I’ve delivered the papers. I don’t mind driving around back. Since it’s about the halfway point on my route, I usually sit there for a few minutes and fold a bunch of papers before I move on.”
“While you’re sitting there folding papers, have you seen anyone else around the building?”
“Other than that RV the other night?”
“Yes, other than those two guys.”
“So, there were two of them.”
“Yes, but you don’t have to worry about them anymore. Have you seen anyone else there?”
“Aw, so they had a break-in?”
“Just answer the question. I’m particularly interested in a little over a week ago, the night it snowed so much.”
“Come to think of it, I did see some guy. I was sitting there when this other SUV came flying down the driveway, going too fast for the weather, if you ask me. He had barely stopped the vehicle when he sprang from it and ran as fast as he could to the back door. It was as if the police were after him, but if so, no one came near the place when I was there, other than that RV that blocked the driveway. Do you think whoever was in that RV was after this guy instead of me?”
 “I don’t think they were after you. They could’ve been after this guy, but I wouldn’t worry about it. I don’t think you’ll see them again. Now, back to the matter at hand. I don’t guess you have any idea where this guy went.”
“As a matter of fact, I do. See, I fold my papers before I deliver to that building, and this guy came storming in while I was folding them. I was leery of him from the start, because of the way he was driving. So, I hunched down in the seat the best I could, so he couldn’t see me, but the way he looked, I doubt if he’d seen me if he’d looked right at me. Anyway, I waited a few minutes, then entered the building. He went to apartment seven. I know because that’s where the trail of melting snow led. I heard him bump against something when I passed the door as I was dropping papers. I wanted to get out of there before he opened the door.”
I recalled that apartment seven was Tony McArthur’s apartment, then resumed my questioning. 
“So, did you recognize the man? Could you identify him?”
“No. He was bundled up. Not only did he have on a heavy coat with the hood up, but a knitted cap that covers everything except the eyes and the mouth. Besides, I never see any of those people. Only four of them take the paper, and all of them mail their checks. And other than that night and the night I saw that RV, no one is ever up when I get there. See, it’s usually a little after 5:00 when I get there. I’m always through and home before 7:00.”  
“Well, thanks for your time. By the way, can I have your phone number in case I think of anything else?”
“Wait a minute. I’ll write it down for you. It’s my cell, the only phone I have.”
I refrained from telling him I would call him on my ancient, big, black phone that is chained to the wall. The only phone I have.
 
+++
 
Lou and I looked at each other and smiled as we buckled up, ready to get on with the case. There was no reason to talk to other SUV owners. We’d found our man. Too bad he wasn’t home the other day. It would have saved us some time. 
Still, I wasn’t sure what to do with our new information. McArthur was out of town that night. Could someone else have used his SUV? 
It was late afternoon. I made a decision to drop Lou by his place, and head home myself. Both of us would spend a couple of hours thinking about all the information we had, and try to put it together so that we could arrest someone. If we hadn’t solved the case by 6:30, I would pick Lou up and the two of us would get something to eat.
I felt like we were almost at the end. Besides, our clue of the day said so. It was time for the two of us to look at our case like a logic problem, decide who fit in, and where. It didn’t matter if we identified someone right away, or if it meant that we had to eliminate all but one suspect. We would find our man. Or woman.
 
+++
 
I sat down at the dining room table with a legal pad. I began by listing each of the suspects. By suspects, I meant the people I felt could’ve done it. Not necessarily everyone we’d met. I began with the staff at the inn. I really couldn’t make a case for any of them except for Sidney Longworth, the proprietor, and Antoine Le Blanc, the chef.  I couldn’t see any reason anyone else there could’ve committed the murder. If I didn’t get anywhere in the next couple of days, I could always add the others to the mix. I didn’t include everyone at the apartment building, either. The most likely suspects were Martin Mulroney, the actor who showed up at the inn as a male and a female; and Tony McArthur, the late-arriving actor who supposedly was out of town during the murders. I added one more, even though I had never met the man. Ray Phelps. Did he fit in somewhere, or was he merely a plumber who came to fix a leaky faucet that wasn’t leaking? Time would tell. 
I would begin by using the snow. Snow couldn’t lie. But did it? According to the lack of tracks in the snow, no one could’ve left the inn and delivered the note to me. Also, Mulroney was at the inn when the note was delivered, thus giving him an alibi, and McArthur was out of town. Was it time to bring in the lesser-likely suspects? It wouldn’t matter. All of them were cleared by the same snowfall as the others. That left only Ray Phelps. But how did he fit in? Unless he had a previous connection to these actors that we’re not aware of, or was paid by one of our suspects, Phelps didn’t fit in. Or did he? He left town with a lot of money and didn’t leave a forwarding address. Would it help if we could locate his rich friend? Or would we be wasting time hunting for that proverbial needle in a haystack?
I thought again of the trailer. Could it be that someone had sneaked away from the inn before the snow began to fall and come back after Lou and I checked in? Someone could have stayed in the trailer, sneaked to my place, left the note and then gone back to the trailer. After Lou and I checked in and the driveway had been cleared, this person could have driven into the garage undetected and reentered the inn through the passageway that comes out in the garage. Could someone have done that without being missed? I remembered that we didn’t see a lot of people wandering around the inn on Friday afternoon.  I wrote down the name of everyone connected with the case. Okay, I skipped Lou, myself, and anyone else connected with the department. And in a weak moment, I eliminated my next-door neighbor from my list. One by one I went through the list to see who had no alibi for Wednesday afternoon, and who could have sneaked over to my house in the wee hours of Friday morning. I gave a great deal of thought to each person before moving on to the next. If no one could have been both places at those times, then someone had to have had an accomplice, whether it was Ray Phelps or someone else. 
I wrote The End Is Near at the top of my paper. It was meant to inspire me, not to get someone to call me and confess. Besides, none of the suspects had my phone number. Phone number. Maybe that’s a clue. Inspired by my new information, I picked up the black monster. I had questions for two of my suspects. If their answers were what I wanted, it might take only a few more phone calls until I could solve the case, and get about being lazy again. Lazy. I liked that. I also liked the fact that I had solved every case put before me during all my years of working homicide. Every case except one. Maybe by tomorrow I could move that one from the “in” file to the “out” file. 
I hung up from making calls to two of my suspects, one scared, one not so scared. My ducks were lining up. It would do no good for me to make more calls that evening. The others could wait until the next morning. If I received the information I wanted, an arrest would follow. Not only was I expecting an arrest, but a confession, as well. A confession from someone so bold he had sneaked down my driveway in the dark of night with an invitation for me to play his game. 
I picked up the phone and dialed Lou.
“You got anyone in handcuffs yet?”
“No, and you’d better not have anyone either, Cy. You’re supposed to be working on the case.”
“Working? I’ve almost solved it. Just a matter of dotting some i’s and crossing some t’s. Are you ready to eat? If so, I’ll come on and we can talk about it on the way.”
Lou, always ready to eat, was excited to hear what I had to say, and to down a plateful of his favorite foods. 
 
+++
 
I filled Lou in as I drove.  
“So, what do you think, Lou?”
“I think your theory is sound. If those other things work out in the morning, I think we’ve got all the information we need. True, our evidence is circumstantial, but people have been hung on circumstantial evidence before.”
“I have a couple of other aces, too. I figure if I exaggerate the truth on one hand, and tell an outright lie on the other, I can get him to confess.”
“You think so? He’s been so cool to this point.”
“Well, if I learn what I expect to learn tomorrow, I think you’re gonna see our guy sweat.”
 
+++
 
I took Lou home after dinner and drove back to my place. It was time to put work aside for one night. I wanted to see what Hogan’s Heroes were up to. Soon, I would transform myself into Col. Hogan and my adversary into Col. Klink. 
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I awoke on Monday morning the way God intended for us to awaken. Without the aid of any electronic device. I rubbed the sleep from my eyes and realized where we were in the case. I smiled. Not because I like arresting people for murder. I don’t. But because I like to see justice done. Still, it’s not an easy job. Sometimes murderers are truly bad people. Other times, they are people who find themselves in certain circumstances and don’t make good decisions. I feel sorry for those people, and truly have no idea if I would’ve acted any differently if faced with the same situation. 
I had two phone calls to make, but both could wait until after I’d showered and spent my time with God. I wouldn’t hurry. Other than Ray Phelps, no one in this case had beaten a path out of town. There was no reason to think our guy would, especially when he had no idea we were coming.
 
+++
 
I picked up my black monstrosity, and made my calls. One gave me the answer I wanted. The other I’d have to call back. Only one duck left, and then one sitting duck. My third call was to Lou to let him know things were progressing, and I was on my way to pick him up for breakfast. 
 
+++
 
We opened the door to the Blue Moon and stepped inside. 
“Boy, do you look like the cat that swallowed the canary,” Rosie called out.
“Duck, Rosie. Not canary.”
“So is someone’s goose about to be cooked?”
“No, I’m more in the mood for bacon, sausage, scrambled eggs, biscuits with gravy, and blueberry pancakes.”
“Anything else?”
“It depends on whether you have any pie ready when we get through.”
“And what about you, Sergeant?”
“You’d better bring me the same as him. That way neither of us will try to stab anything on the other guy’s plate.”
“Just make sure I get out of the way before either of you stab.”
“Don’t worry, Rosie. We’d never hurt you. You’re our favorite girl.”
“You mean you dropped those other ones?”
“There never was anyone but you, Rosie. Those others were the figment of his imagination.”
It was more than Lou could take. 
“Some day, Rosie, when I can get rid of this guy, I’ll bring these figments in here and let you see what you think of my imagination.”
“I think I’ll stay out of this one. Let me put your order in.”
 
+++
 
After breakfast and dessert, I walked over to the phone and called Sam. All of my ducks were now lined up. It was time to pay someone a visit. A last visit. 
The two of us left the Blue Moon, and drove to confront our murderer in silence. I pulled up in front, got out and walked toward the door, not sure if we had been spotted, or not.
We opened the door, and stepped inside. Tony McArthur stood in front of us, checking his mail. He looked up, but didn’t smile.
“Is this it, Lieutenant?”
“I’m afraid it is, Tony.”
“I didn’t want it to end like this.”
“Neither did we, but when someone is murdered, someone else has to pay for it.”
“It’s a rotten job, isn’t it, Lieutenant?”
“Sometimes it is. Now, if you’ll excuse me, we’ve got a job to do. Please stay in your apartment until all of this is over.”  
We waited for McArthur to shut the door to his apartment, then walked over to Martin Mulroney’s door and knocked.
He opened quickly, a frightened look on his face. It seemed like he frightened easily when he wasn’t in costume. He invited us in. Once he had hit a few buttons, he handed me the phone so I could listen to a message.
“I’m sorry, Lieutenant. I didn’t want it to end like this.”
“Neither did we. We’re just doing our jobs. Please show a little respect and keep your door shut until after we’ve left. Let him keep what little dignity he has.”
“I understand, and I will.”
It was time for our confrontation. Lou and I walked across the hall and knocked at Arthur Rothschild’s door.
“Come in.”
I opened the door and walked in. Lou followed me, and shut the door.
“Back again, Lieutenant.”
“Yeah, but this will be the last time.”
“So, you’ve solved your case.”
“That’s right. It turned out that the boots that made the footprints at my house belonged to Tony McArthur. Also, his SUV was used.”
“So, this was all about someone visiting your place?”
“No, but that’s where the murderer made his mistake.”
“Murderer? I can’t believe that Tony McArthur would murder someone. He seems like a nice, young man.”
“What makes it even harder is that he was out of town when the murders took place.”
“So, there was more than one?”
“That’s right.”
“But how could McArthur have killed someone if he was out of town?”
“He didn’t.”
“But I thought you said it was his boots and his SUV.”
“I did. It turns out the killer had a duplicate key to McArthur’s apartment.”
“No way. Only, Mrs. Crouch has a key to McArthur’s apartment, and she wouldn’t kill anyone.”
“I have no idea whether or not Mrs. Crouch has killed anyone, but in this case she didn’t.”
“You’re speaking in riddles, Lieutenant.”
“And I thought you liked games, Mr. Rothschild.”
“Not too much. I don’t do much of anything. Just sit around and pass the time. It’s all I can do these days.”
“McArthur told us about the keys.”
“What keys, Lieutenant?”
“The keys that fell out of his pants pocket one day when he was visiting you.”
“I’d forgotten all about that. That was quite a while back. I gave the keys back to him.”
“Was that right after you made wax impressions of them?”
“Always the jokester, right, Lieutenant?”
“It probably wouldn’t be hard to track down who made those keys for you. It’s a small town. Men in wheelchairs are easily remembered. Since you don’t like to drive, maybe you had someone come here and pick up the wax impressions. Or did you have someone drop off the impression and pick up the keys for you?”
“You’re not joking, are you, Lieutenant?”
“I wish I were. More people would be alive then. But let’s forget about the keys. That’s not what gave you away.”
“Okay, I’ll play along, Lieutenant. What gave me away?”
“It would’ve been much harder to nail you if you hadn’t come to my house.”
“You’re going to have to tell me what you’re getting at.”
“First, there are the footprints.”
“You mean McArthur’s boots?”
“Yeah, but McArthur doesn’t limp. I wondered why one foot dug in deeper than the other as it left a vehicle at the street, but didn’t when the person who left them returned to his vehicle, and then I realized I was dealing with a smart cookie. Most people would’ve taken the medication just before they left home, but you wanted to make sure you could make your getaway. You knew no one in your building gets up early, so you waited until you got to my place to take the medication, only it took a minute or so to take effect, so you were limping the first few steps.”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about. Remember, Lieutenant, I can’t walk.”
“That’s not what the witness said.”
“What witness?”
“The one who saw you get out of McArthur’s SUV. He said you sprang from the vehicle and ran as fast as you could to the door. Then you hurried inside and went straight to McArthur’s apartment to drop off the boots and whatever else of his you had taken. Then you got in your chair you’d left in McArthur’s apartment and wheeled yourself back to your apartment, and if anyone had seen you they wouldn’t have thought anything about it other than you were up earlier than usual.”
“You said there were murders. So far nothing you’ve told me has anything to do with murder.”
“Not directly, but I’m coming to that. When you found out the inn was reopening and would offer plays again, it became too much for you. You were fine as long as no one else could perform there, but soon that would no longer be the case. You made a decision to get rid of everyone in the building who had acted there with you. You planned to invite everyone to your apartment, only McArthur was out of town, and Mulroney was out that morning.”
“Are you basing this on that note I left on Mulroney’s door that said I wanted to talk with him?” 
“There was no note. Mulroney says you called him and invited him over, the same way you invited the others, only all of them were home and could come right away to hear the good news. That’s how you phrased it, wasn’t it, Mr. Rothschild? Good news.”
“I went over and left Mulroney a note.”
“Do you have that note, Mr. Rothschild?”
“No, why would I have it?”
“Well, guess what Mr. Mulroney has. The message you left on his phone. It’s still there. I just got through listening to it.”
“So, what does that prove? Maybe I did call. I can’t remember everything.”
“Guess what else I found out? The three men who died died from the same poison that the doctor gave you to help you walk. One dose helped you to walk. A larger dose in something to drink ended the lives of three of your neighbors.”
“You can’t prove that.”
“Oh, but I can. Carter Thornton talked to the mailman on Thursday. Talked about the celebration the four of you had. Also, I have a search warrant. My guess is you still have some of that solution around the apartment. It shouldn’t take us long to find it.”
Arthur Rothschild knew he had been defeated. Actually, he had been defeated when he lost his ability to walk. It’s just that nothing that happened before that caused him to snap. 
A tear ran down Rothschild’s cheek. 
“You don’t know what it’s like to have to sit in a chair everyday, never able to do anything normal people do. I had nothing against any of those people, but I couldn’t stand all of them getting to go back to work when I couldn’t. You win, Lieutenant. You’re smarter than I thought you were. I never thought you would suspect a man who couldn’t even walk.”
Rothschild reached into his pocket and brought out a vial. 
“Here’s what you’re looking for, Lieutenant. At least what’s left of it. I thought about using the last of it on myself, but, no, that wouldn’t be right. Who knows? Maybe a doctor at the prison hospital has come up with some new procedure to fix my leg. If I can walk again, it will be worth it to go to prison.”
I called for a black-and-white to come and take Rothschild. I had solved the case, but I wasn’t a happy man. If only I’d been there the day Rothschild fell and broke his leg. Maybe things would’ve been different. Possibly they would’ve been different if someone had befriended him. But then some had befriended him. Or had they? Were any of his neighbors really his friends, or did they just run errands for him when it was convenient?
I felt sorry for him, but no more so than the sorrow I felt for those whose lives he took. Those I would never meet. Those who would never have another chance to pursue their dreams. As I thought about him and what he had done, I asked God to never let me get so obsessed with something that I would do something wrong to hold on to it, or to try to get it back. 
Lou and I waited until the black-and-white came and took Rothschild away. Then, we walked out. I closed the door behind us, not knowing that our next case would trouble us even more. It would be the case that would affect us more than any other had in all our years on the force.
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