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	Chief Inspector Nigel Cockett could have retired at the age of 55, but like a fool he stayed on for that last promotion that would raise his pension just a little more. Unfortunately, just then a corpse turned up in the holding cell of his own police station.

	Inspector Manson, his young colleague fresh from police college—the chappy that was supposed to succeed him—seemed to think that he, Nigel, was the culprit. Just because he was the only person who had the key to the lock-up in his possession. “This won’t do at all,” the policeman thought, “I’ve been framed!”

	So he called his old acquaintance Daisy Hayes on the phone. She was the only real-life sleuth he’d ever met with any talent for solving murders. He begged her to help him prove his innocence: “The only thing I can say for sure is that I didn’t do it!”

	 

	“This is your classical locked-room mystery, with a twist of lemon, and the chief suspect is none other than Nigel Cockett, of ‘D for Daisy’ fame. Our favourite blind sleuth could not resist the challenge! Serve ice-cold.”

	The Weekly Banner

	 

	 

	This 60k novel is a stand-alone in the Blind Sleuth series.

	 

	 


 

	 

	 

	 

	And the LORD said unto Cain, Why art thou wroth? and why is thy countenance fallen?

	If thou doest well, shalt thou not be accepted? and if thou doest not well, sin lieth at the door.

	Genesis 4:6-7
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	I   The luckiest man in all of Essex

	 

	 

	There was nothing he liked more than the pub on a Tuesday night, Nigel Cockett declared. Coming straight from work at half past six, when the place opened for the evening—first orders since the lunch hour—knowing that your time of leisure had just started and that the worst part of the week was over…

	“Yeah! Hear-hear!” the men around the table cried approvingly, raising their glasses of frothing brew. The Chequers Inn was already crowded, the level of noise under the low ceilings compelled all those present to speak out loud; to shout, even.

	“For me the day isn’t over yet,” Michael Skripp protested, “I still have to print the paper tonight!”

	“Yeah! So what’s new, Mike?” the butcher remarked, “I’ll be back at the shop before dawn too, got to prepare the meat before I can open on the morrow!”

	“I’m just saying,” Nigel insisted, raising a crooked forefinger, “for those with normal jobs, this is an enjoyable moment, that’s all!”

	“You call your job normal, Chief Inspector? You lucky bastard! For all we know you could sit here all day, if they were open all the time, and it wouldn’t make any difference!”

	“Still, there’s not much crime in Great Dunmow, is there? So I must be doing a good job.”

	They all chuckled comfortably at that, and took a draught of their first pints of bitter. Nigel also chortled smugly; among old friends he could afford to be self-deprecating about his position; he was the highest-ranking officer of the local police, and for everybody around the table it meant something to be drinking a pint with him, to be on shoulder-slapping terms with the police chief.

	Nigel looked approvingly at the dark-panelled pub around him. The whole town was there… well, the men: all those that counted. The shopkeepers and small business owners; the salaried people who like himself earned enough to afford a couple of pints here on a daily basis. This venerable establishment was situated not even a hundred yards from the Great Dunmow police station, up Stortford Road towards Market Place, so yes, you could keep up the fantasy that if it had been open for longer hours than the law prescribed, Nigel could have used it as his office, what with the scant amount of actual work he needed to accomplish of a day…

	“I’m the luckiest man in all of Essex,” he concluded, raising his glass with a smirk.

	 

	“You see, Mikey, because I started in the force at the age of nineteen, I could have retired already a year ago, when I turned fifty-five. But the thing is, if I keep my nose clean for just a little longer, I might get that promotion yet, I might become a superintendent, and then, after a while, I’ll finally retire! Because you get two-thirds of your last pensionable pay, you see, and it’s really worth your while to wait for that promotion and the much higher salary that goes with it.”

	What Nigel wasn’t saying—what he’d rather not dwell upon—was that the promotion depended entirely on the good opinion of his superiors, in particular of his highest boss at Division Headquarters, Commander Pickering. The man hated his guts, but at some stage, Nigel trusted, he would no longer be able to prevent it.

	“Anyway, once you get that promotion, you still have to stay long enough for the new pay to actually become pensionable.”

	“How long is that?” Michael Skripp asked, right on cue.

	“Three years! So I should be able to retire damn comfortably, thank you very much, by the time I turn sixty!”

	Mike had heard it all before. Nigel always kept banging on about how lucky he was, yak-yak-yak, and didn’t he, Mike, know it already! They’d grown up together on the little lane with tiny cottages behind the slaughterhouse, but he’d started working at fourteen, as a printer’s apprentice, whereas Nigel had gone to school for a couple of years more. His dad, who’d been just as poor and stupid as all the other dads on their street, happened to believe strongly in the blessings of education. And Nigel had been a bright kid, but so was Mike.

	Then the Great War arrived. Mike and Nigel were born the same year, at the beginning of the century, that’s why they were in the same form at school, but Mike was six months older than Nigel. What a difference that had made! In 1918 Mike was conscripted and sent to the front just in time to participate—as cannon fodder—in the final Hundred Days Offensive against the Boche that summer. But by the time Nigel had been called up, just as he’d gone through his fourteen weeks of military training and was ready to be shipped over to the killing fields, the Boche had surrendered with impeccable timing, and the armistice had been signed.

	After that, as Mike went back to the printing trade, Nigel had become a bobby on the beat, at a time when police recruits were scarce and hard to find. It had been quite an opportunity for someone like him, thanks to his height and those few extra years of schooling, and he’d climbed up the ladder steadily and fast, owing mostly to the fact that Great Dunmow was the ideal place to do so. A small town, few candidates for promotion, but always enough higher posts to be filled up just above you. That’s how, without even straining himself too much—or so he claimed—he’d made a stellar career in the police force.

	Then, when it had started all over again, the second time around—the Second World War that is—, they conscripted every able-bodied man between the ages of eighteen and forty-one. So what would you know: Mike was just turning forty and was packed off to France once more, as part of the British Expeditionary Force. But as a police officer, Nigel, luckily, was in a “reserved occupation”, so he stayed at home. Very soon, though, as the war got into its stride, his younger colleagues on the force were enlisted in their turn, but he himself kept just ahead in age and rank of the limit for the conscription of police officers. And once his younger colleagues had all been called away, Nigel’s climb up the ladder had led him straight to the rank of Chief Inspector. The military never even thought of disturbing him after that.

	Meanwhile Mike was wetting his pants and his feet on the beaches of Dunkirk. The real “Miracle of Dunkirk” was that he’d come out of it alive… Then, just as he was settling into barracks life in old Blighty, the War Office had decided he was too old to be shipped to Crete or to North Africa, but fit enough to excavate coal for King and Country. They’d sent him up north to work in a mine. How he’d hated being a collier! Spending eight-hour shifts deep under the ground, in the pitch dark and the coal dust. That’s when he’d come to realise a sad truth: the Nazis treated their prisoners of war a great deal better, apparently, than the British WO had treated him… On the other hand, when he’d finally come back home, he’d at least been glad enough to return to his printing press; he’d enjoyed the smell of ink like never before…

	 

	“How about you, Mikey?” Nigel asked.

	“Huh? How about what?”

	“Your retirement plan, Mikey! Aren’t you listening?”

	“Oh… ah, you know: I’ll have to work to sixty-five, like everybody else, I guess, and then I’ll also get two-thirds, or something like that.”

	“That’s great! Good… good.”

	They were almost alone in the pub now, the two old childhood chums. Both hardened bachelors and not bothered to go home for dinner, unlike most of their drinking companions. The wave of customers that invaded the Chequers at the opening hour just had a few quick ones before heading off for their evening meal with the wife and kids. Then it was quiet for a while, until a number of the regulars came back for a few more postprandial rounds. Nigel and Mike just bought some packets of crisps or peanuts at the bar, and stayed put, nursing their beers. So, like quite often, here they were, sitting alone by the window, at their usual table, a rather large one, meant for a bigger crowd, and the two of them formed an odd pair.

	Nigel Cockett was tall and thin, with a long, narrow face and a hooked nose. He looked very much his age or even a bit older, because of his balding pate and the ineffectual way he combed his hair over the top of his head. He always appeared quite distinguished in a tweed jacket and waistcoat, but as soon as he opened his mouth, you could clearly hear the remnants of the working-class accent from the backstreet behind the slaughterhouse. His speech belied his posh looks, but he didn’t care. As chief inspector you commanded authority. He could afford to be cheeky, stubborn and obnoxious, even towards quite posh people. In spite of his humble origins, no one dared to remark on his lack of manners or breeding, that’s for sure.

	Michael Skripp, also tall and thin, had a soft round face and a fleshy pug nose, in striking contrast to his friend. And although six months older, he looked much younger than Nigel, in fact quite youthful for his age, probably because of the full head of curly brown hair, only slightly greying, that he left to grow into a rather thick, artistic-looking mane. Nigel was forever chiding him, that he needed a haircut urgently: “You look like an old nigger, Mikey; you can’t be pure English stock, surely?”

	“That’s my Italian blood, Nige, as I’ve told you many times before. Nothing wrong with that: I’m a real Renaissance man!”

	Mike had known Nige since they were toddlers, playing together in the dirt on their street, pinching each other’s marbles and fighting like mad dogs over sweet nothings. They’d been inseparable. But still it was not clear in his mind whether deep down his old friend was being wilfully obnoxious or just unwittingly insensitive. In other words, did he do it on purpose or not? It was hard to tell. On the other hand, Mike knew exactly how to rile his friend to get even for being riled. There were big red buttons you could push to make him jump, and once you had him ranting, foaming at the mouth, you could hit him like a punch bag and he wouldn’t even register it. So the printer asked innocently, “How’s Inspector Manson been doing lately? Anything new?”

	“That wanker? Don’t get me started!” And off he went, his good cheer shot to pieces.

	The new inspector was one of those young police officers who had graduated from the National Police College at Ryton, Warwickshire, whose education and abilities put him on a fast track to a senior rank. This chap had only just arrived at Dunmow station and was due to replace Nigel when he retired in a couple of years.

	“Can you believe it, Mikey? If I manage to make it to superintendent, he’ll probably take over my rank as well: ‘Sooper’ at the age of thirty-five!”

	“Well, Nige, you made chief inspector at the age of forty-two… not bad either, for someone who didn’t go to college.”

	Punch!

	“Yeah, well, be that as it may, I climbed up through the ranks one step at a time: I’ve got oodles of experience! What kind of experience does such a young chappie have, eh?”

	“Oh, now, that’s not true, you’re not being fair, Nige. The other day George Manson was explaining to me that applicants to Ryton are only eligible after working as an ordinary police constable for at least three years. So that’s exactly what Georgie did: he was a simple bobby for three years.”

	Punch!

	“My point exactly! What kind of experience is that? And now he shows up in Dunmow and thinks he knows everything better. Just because he went to bloody Ryton? That really pisses me off, when I think about it!”

	“Well, the selection procedure to get into Ryton was damn competitive, George told me. So you have to ask yourself: is this man really more stupid or incompetent because he went to that college? And if that’s the case, is he really much worse than you, Nige?”

	Punch! Punch!

	“What!? Oh, go away, Mikey! You know what I mean!”

	By this time the regulars who’d been out for dinner were coming back, filing into the Checkers with sated, satisfied smiles. Just in time to catch their two star bachelors, Mike and “the chief”, in the last stages of fighting out one of their famous tiffs, the favourite spectator sport of the inside crowd. Unfortunately the two bantams had just finished their joust, but it didn’t matter, they were always good company, entertaining all the same. Nigel liked a good joke, Mike was an excellent sidekick, and obviously those two were still hungry, full of energy and bite, as the returning hangers-on joined them. Their table by the window filled up again and new rounds of drinks were ordered. At least the chief inspector wasn’t stingy; he offered drinks more often than the others; he could afford it. And so the evening at the local pub proceeded, as typical and unique as ever.

	About an hour later, the man who was going to provide the next item on the agenda of entertainments turned up, his appearance expected, predictable, but exciting nevertheless. Sergeant Russel entered the establishment, blinking in the smoke-filled semi-darkness of the pub, looking for his boss. And as his boss always sat at the same table, he could have found him with his eyes closed. After pushing through the jostling crowd, shoving aside a few clumsy hangers-on, he stopped in front of them, stood to attention, straight as a rod, and towered high above them all.

	The chief inspector sighed histrionically: “Yes? What is it now, Sarge?”

	All the regulars at the table sniggered, in anticipation of the comic act that was about to be performed. Sergeant Russel was tall and stocky, ensconced in a formidable tunic of starched, dark blue cloth, with golden chevrons on his upper sleeves, impassive and impressive, yet he still had to play the part of long-suffering whipping boy to his obnoxious boss. As lazy and ineffectual as the chief inspector was, as competent and efficient his underling. The Sarge did all the work, everybody was aware of that: without him the Dunmow police would have been quite hopeless, yet he never received any recognition for his dedication, but was too unassuming and earnest to complain.

	Looking at his watch the chief exclaimed, “It is now half past nine. You people can’t manage without me for more than… what… three hours. You’re supposed to be in charge, Sarge!”

	People sniggered again. The Sarge was very much in charge all the time, even when his boss was there, lounging behind his desk, doing absolutely nothing useful. Yet Nigel understood to a T the art of masking his own shortcomings by accusing everyone else of total incompetence.

	“Sorry, Guv’,” Sergeant Russel now stammered uncomfortably, “I need the key for the station cell Sir.”

	“Well-well-well, do you now?”

	More sniggering. The chief inspector liked to run a strict operation, keeping all the strings solidly in his own hands. Although they did all the work, his subordinates had to ask his permission at every turn; at every step they had to come begging for a signature from him. That way Nigel always managed to appropriate the merit for his subordinates’ work. And the station lockup was a case in point: he carried the key on his person at all times; they had to come and ask him for it when they needed it; no one was allowed to take anyone into custody without the “governor’s” say-so.

	“Who is it you want to lock up this time, Sarge? Please tell all!”

	Of course it was not only annoying for the Sarge to have to come over to the pub to get the key of the police cell from his boss, but it was also rather embarrassing to have to discuss each case, when necessary, in front of the boss’s drinking buddies. However, precisely this last point made Nigel immensely popular at the Chequers, and it contributed in no small measure to his prestige.

	“Well, Guv’, you see, it’s Sally Williams again Sir… Disorderly conduct.”

	“Sally again!” they all cried. Sally too was something of a local celebrity. A young blonde woman with all the needed attributes in the right places to please a man. She wasn’t exactly a whore; more like the unofficial slut-in-residence of Great Dunmow. She would go out with anyone and she would do anything to make you come up with her for a nightcap at the end of an evening on the town. Then she would make damn sure that your involvement with her became worth her while. Most of the men at the table had been her lover at least once, but they all shrugged it off without a second thought; sexy Sally was great fun, but she was also something of a pain in the backside… And as she was very good at getting herself into trouble, she always had great entertainment value, too.

	“Sally!” Nigel scoffed, “what exactly did she do this time?”

	“Well, she was breaking down the front door at Doctor White’s house Sir. His wife rang up the police and I sent over PC Bradley and PC Burns.”

	“I see! The good doctor must have promised to divorce his wife and failed to deliver.”

	Bursts of laughter around the table, and even among the regulars sitting further off all around them. That chief inspector! He’d probably promised to marry Sally himself, more than once…

	“She was as drunk as a skunk Sir, and when our colleagues admonished her to cease and desist, she spat in Bradley’s eye and stomped the foot of young Burns with the heel of her shoe, and what with the stilettoes she was wearing, that was a pretty dangerous thing to do. She drew blood from the left ankle of PC Burns Sir.”

	“Well, that’s all in a day’s work for our sturdy young police constables, surely. Is the doctor pressing charges?”

	“No Sir, but his wife is. She’s furious! She complains that her two young children were terrified.”

	Nigel Cockett tut-tutted with a saddened frown. A wife pressing charges against the advice and to the detriment of her own husband was beyond him. “Surely the man told her not to?”

	“I wouldn’t know about that Sir, I wasn’t there myself, but assaulting police officers in the line of duty is a pretty serious offence anyway.”

	“Oh, come on, Russel, just let her go! It’s Sally Williams we’re talking about here!”

	The whole pub agreed. Cries of “Yeah! Let her go!” were uttered left and right, but most of the regulars were just having fits of giggles and some were snorting and spluttering and spraying mouthfuls of beer over their tables.

	“Can’t do that Sir” Sergeant Russel answered icily. “A complaint has been filed. You know as well as I do that we’d need your express permission to let her go… Of course it’s your privilege to drop the case if you want to, but in order to do that you’ll have to come over to the station with me right now… Your signature is required. We’ll have to fill in the necessary forms.”

	These objections were met with disappointed and displeased protestations from the crowd, but Michael Skripp, for one, reflected approvingly, “You have him there, Russel, you caught him at his own game: that’s the only way to get back at him!” If the chief would give in and follow his underling to the station, and that for the benefit of the likes of Sally Williams, he would be losing face in front of the whole pub crowd. Utterly. So he shrugged demonstratively with a pitying smile, opened his left jacket front with one hand, and fished deeply into an inside pocket with the long, slender fingers of his other hand. He retrieved the key, a big, old-fashioned black key attached to a wooden label by a piece of string, and handed it over to Sergeant Russel.

	“Here’s your key, then. Take care of it, will ya?”

	The Sarge took it, mumbled his thanks and turned around, but just as he was about to leave, his boss shouted, “And bring it back as soon as you’re done! And if it’s after closing time, bring it to my residence, do you hear?”

	The Sarge had to turn around again, and say “Yes Sir,” with a cursory salute, before he could finally leave the premises. With that, Nigel Cockett felt he’d re-established his authority somewhat: he didn’t suffer fools gladly, so much must be clear to all, by now.

	The show was over and new rounds of drinks were ordered with a new sense of urgency, as time had flown by unnoticed. The pub was due to close at half past ten, but the landlord called “Last orders!” at ten-twenty. At that moment, as usual, there were endless discussions about the correct time, with a lot of demonstrative tapping of forefingers on watch faces. But to no avail. Even with the chief inspector of the local police among the protesters, rules were rules, and according to custom and regulations, “drinking-up time” ended at 22:40. Then the customers were turned out, and immediately the innkeeper and his helpers began to tidy up the place for the night.

	Although there is nothing better than a Tuesday night at the pub, after sitting in the stifling fug for many hours, it is also quite agreeable to finally step outside in the company of your mates, and to inhale a good lungful of the fresh evening air. You turn up your collar against the nightly nippiness, you call out your farewells to your friends, and still a bit tipsy from the last, hasty rounds, you scatter in small groups, looking forward to bed.

	Nigel Cockett passed in front of the police station but didn’t look in on his colleagues. He was with a few companions going in the same direction, and took leave of them there, turning off into a narrow side street right next to the station. He owned a nice semi-detached house only a few hundred yards away, on a prize location, close to Doctor’s Pond, where he lived among the elite: his neighbours were too good to spend an evening at the pub, and that was why he ended up walking alone along a deserted lane, swaying a bit, none too firm on his legs. “Never mind that,” he thought as he finally unlocked the classy, black lacquered front door of his residence. It was good to be home.

	 

	It took some time before Sergeant Russel came over to give back the lockup key to his superior. Sally had been put to bed on the hard wooden cot inside the cell; she complained that her head was spinning, and the sergeant was concerned that she might be sick. He went to fetch a plastic pail and put that at the ready next to her; there was always a chamber pot in the lockup as well, which he expected she would surely need to use later. PC Bradley and PC Burns sniggered among themselves that the Sarge should have become a nurse, and the big, stocky man shrugged with an apologetic smile. The fact is, he hated to lock the door on poor Sally and was half of a mind to just “forget” to turn the key. A simple oversight. But he didn’t dare. Such “errors” could cost you dearly, especially with a chief like Nigel Cockett, who in spite—or because—of his many shortcomings never overlooked someone else’s.

	So he left the door ajar for the time being and waited until the end of his shift, at midnight. When PC Jones arrived to take over the station service from him, he went inside the cell one last time to tuck in his prisoner. She was lying motionless under the blanket, not yet asleep. He leaned over and said, “Will you be all right, Sally? I’m locking you up, now.”

	“Fuck off, Sarge, it’s Miss Williams to you!”

	“Well, Miss Williams, I wish you good night then.”

	“Fuck off!”

	In the meantime Nigel was sitting at his kitchen table wolfing down a plate of ice-cold veal cutlets he’d taken out of the refrigerator. He was famished. His housekeeper, Mrs Mitchell, came in every morning just as he went off to work; she tidied the house, did the washing and ironing, went for groceries and supplies, and always made sure there was something nice for supper in the fridge. At noon she went home for lunch and took care of her own household after that; by dinnertime she had everything ready when her own man came home. Priceless woman, working a double shift, so to speak, although for the weaker sex, if his own Mum had been anything to go by, it was all second nature anyway: they didn’t even need to think about it… Suddenly there was a sharp rap on the front door. “Hold your horses, Russel, damn you,” Nigel muttered, as he stood up. That big brass knocker in the shape of a lion holding a heavy laurel wreath in its maul made an awful lot of noise, especially in the impatient paw of his sergeant…

	“It’s about time, Sarge! Let’s have that key!” the chief cried as he opened the door, still dabbing his mouth with his napkin. He frowned fiercely as he took it from him. “You could have let her go, you know… I’m not happy about this, Russel, not happy at all!”

	“Sorry about that Sir. Maybe you want to report the whole case to the district commander? He would know what’s what… I mean, he would tell us what we’re supposed to do in a case like this.”

	“Get out of here, you fool!” the chief replied, before slamming the heavy front door in his deputy’s face. The sergeant resumed his walk back to his own house, shaking his head.

	Nigel was angry and a bit worried, on account of an incident that had taken place about a year back, involving Sergeant Russel and Sally Williams. The girl had been arrested; it had been the first time this happened while he himself was also present. So he told the Sarge to bring her to his office, as she needed a serious talking-to. And that is what he’d given her, warning that her behaviour could get her into serious trouble, hinting that he would get her off the hook for now, if she showed him a more accommodating side of herself… He’d even hinted at the fact that he was an eligible bachelor and that he could make an honourable woman out of her, if only she wanted.

	The gist of it was, that Sergeant Russel had barged into his office with perfect bad timing and caught him red-handed. He’d opened the door, after knocking, but without giving his boss the time to answer, just as said boss was about to reach a climax, his mouth wide open with that stupid, animal expression of a man enjoying himself. Of course his trousers had been down, bunched up around his ankles, and the girl was kneeling in front of him, bare-chested, and he’d been within a hair’s breadth of coming into her mouth.

	“Russel!” he’d shouted, “can’t you wait for my say-so before barging in on me? What is it? What’s so important?”

	“Sorry Sir, I just wanted to check if everything’s all right in here.”

	Thinking back, Nigel was still furious, but also deeply disturbed. Taking Sally into custody now was the worst thing the confounded Sergeant could do to him: the whole incident was suddenly resurfacing, coming dangerously alive again, after he’d banished it from his mind for almost a year. “You did that on purpose, you bastard… Damn you!”

	Nigel went into the bathroom and took the little bottle of sleeping drought out of the cabinet, behind the mirror. He clearly needed a few drops of laudanum, or even a whole lot of them, but the phial was empty. He cursed under his breath, and placed it on the window sill, clearly visible, so as not to forget to make an appointment with Doctor Moriarty for a new prescription. Then he went down to the drawing room, straight to the drinks cabinet, and with shaky hands he poured himself a stiff whisky, neat. He would need a solid nightcap indeed if he wanted to get any sleep that night… Meanwhile the sergeant was walking home along Doctor’s Pond; he took a deep breath of the night air, surveyed his surroundings, the water beautiful and serene in the moonlight, and he marvelled, “What high drama we make of our lives! While right here in Great Dunmow we have everything we need to be happy!”

	 

	At that same moment, in another part of town, Michael Skripp was putting the newspaper to bed. When he’d arrived—on his bicycle—at the familiar printing works where he’d spent all of his professional life, only two colleagues were still present. Like every Tuesday and Friday night they were waiting for him, but they knew he would come straight from the pub after closing time, so they knew when to expect him. Jack, his young assistant, had just finished assembling the printing form on the bed of the big press, all the pages of the ‘Dunmow Despatch’ neatly mounted side by side, following the folding design. The big sheets of paper were stacked into the feeder; all was set to go. Mort, the typesetter, who was the same age as Mike, had just finished the last jobs for the local paper and asked his old workmate if he would be needing his machine.

	“Yeah,” Mike replied, “something came up at the pub, some juicy piece of news, so I want to write my column.”

	“Right! I’ll leave you to it then. Take good care of her.”

	“Sure, no worries, I’ll be as gentle as a lamb with the old girl.”

	They liked to talk about the Linotype machine as if she were a living thing, a woman, and it was well understood that Mike, as a press operator, was normally not allowed to touch her, but that Mort made an exception only for him, as an old friend. The long arm of the unions did not reach all the way to the ‘Mercer & Sons’ printing works, at least not at this hour of the night.

	After Jack and Mort had left him alone in the vast production hall, Mike sat down at the elaborate, ninety-character keyboard of the typesetting machine. This was the part he liked best; it felt as if you were playing the grand organ at Westminster cathedral or something. When he started typing, a concert of mighty clacking sounds was set in motion, letter matrices fell down from the magazine cassette into the assembler, and line by line the type for his little piece was cast in lead within the complicated steel contraption.

	 

	“TELL-TALE TITBITS

	“It seems that a well-known local beauty will be spending the night in the “slammer” once again. Call her Delilah, the Temptress, she of the dance of veils fame. What has she done this time, to earn such harsh treatment? Allegedly she was kicking down our good doctor’s front door, or trying to, and the lady of the house did not take kindly to that. Big mistake, darling Delilah, to disturb this fierce lioness in her sacred den, just as she’d put her two cubs to rest and was about to tickle the manly mane of her lion king… Here’s some advice from your old Aunty Tell-Tale, dear girl: it is no good pining for men who

	
	
	
	
	
	
