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To my wife Barbara who puts up with me

and my children who sometimes comment on

my work. No thanks to the cat who is a general bother

at all times.


 

 

 

 

Dear Reader:

 

The Housetrap Chronicles started out as a change from writing more serious novels such as my mediaeval fantasies or my forays into science fiction. Writers need to take a break sometimes and these are mine.

 

It all began when I decided I’d take an existing mystery title, mash it up, and then figure out a plot based on the new title. This was supposed to be a one-off novella which turned into three when I discovered I needed a book-length manuscript. We have galloped off downhill ever since.

 

I often mention to anyone interested that I throw in everything but the kitchen sink into these tales. The title of this particular tale, and therefore the plot, comes from boyhood reminiscences as my brother Phil and I sat around a dining room table one night discussing how much we disliked parsnips. I hope you enjoy this as much as I did writing the thing.

 

 

R. J.


 

 

Other Books by R.J.

 

Of Destiny’s Daughters

Expeditions to Earth, 3

Hammer Across the Stars, 2

Of Destiny’s Daughters, 1

 

The Queen

The Queen’s Game, 3

The Queen’s Man, 2

The Queen’s Pawn, 1

 

The Dark Lady

Dark Knights, 3

Dark Days, 2

The Dark Lady, 1

 

The Housetrap Chronicles

The Road to Hell is Paved with Parsnips, 10

Silence of the Sands, 9

Murder on the Disoriented Express, 8

Menagerie à Trois, 7

The Treasure of the Sarah Madder, 6

Murder in the Rouge Mort, 5

Hounds of Basalt Ville, 4

House on Hollow Hill, 3

Dial M for Mudder, 2

Housetrap, 1

 

 

Knight’s Bridge

Alex in Wanderland


 

 

Chapter One

 

I scowled at the brown paper bag balanced on my desk with some suspicion. “Bertha, come in here immediately. What is the meaning of this?”

I had a noon appointment scheduled with an important prospective client and asked my secretary to send out for a smoked meat sandwich lunch from the Dwarf Deli down the street to hold me until after the meeting. The neatly-lettered bag before me was labeled Merry Mary’s Contrarian Comforts.

Bertha Wildwater, large gold hoop earrings dangling, swept in through the inner office door and began to unfasten the bag. “I thought it was time to expand your narrow culinary horizons.”

Neatly folded napkins appeared followed by two containers. With a flourish she opened the first. It revealed a suspicious-looking salad highlighted by what appeared to be yellowish-brown carrots covered in a dark ebony sauce. The second, small container held a greenish paste. She handed me a gold-colored plastic fork.

“Before I consign this mess to the waste basket, what is it? I’m just curious. Not that I plan to eat any of this slop. I think I’ve suddenly lost my appetite.”

“That is Mary’s world-famous parsnip avec burnt gravy salad accompanied by a side of mushy peas.” Bertha’s hands rested on her narrow hips. The floor-length rainbow skirt swirled restlessly. Brown eyes narrowed. A sandaled foot tapped. Colorful toes flexed. “Oh, good Gilgamesh, try it Randy. It won’t kill you. The line-up where I had to stand in front of her Shoppe was half a block long.”

The door to the outer office swung wide, and a scruffy character in a floor length beige trench coat and large floppy hat entered.

“I believe my next appointment is here.”

“Oh, I’ll get that, will I?” she snapped and stormed out with a flourish. Bertha’s been taking drama lessons at night school again.

I swept the mess off my desk and into the waiting maw of the waste basket shaped like a starving bulldog. I’d won this prized possession between innings at a Central City Carp game. The plastic bulldog gulped the mess down without complaint, and the jaws snapped shut with a burp.

For some reason Bertha frequently suggested I donate my prize to charity, but I demurred.

“Mister Able Bowdee to see you, Mr. Aloysius. Go right in, he has nothing else on his desk this morning.”

You could have carved her words with a dull knife. She closed the door behind him with a nasty click.

Able Bowdee, a wizened goblin of indeterminate age, weather-worn, and with a reputation as shabby as his coat, slid into the chair opposite me and removed his battle-beaten fedora. He was also the unofficial big boss of the vegetable market down at the junction of the two main rivers that meet at the Garden Forks in the middle of Central City.

Rumor had it he could be exceedingly generous, or deadly, depending on results and his mood.

I folded my hands into a replica of a Buddhist temple. “How may I be of service?”

He looked around my office with eyes that reminded me of the famous bleeding statue of The Virgin Harry, a noted unsuccessful practitioner of fisticuffs. The red glow settled on me. “I have a serious problem.”

His voice sounded like a gravel truck accidentally dumping its load.

“Then you’ve come to the right place. Serious are the only kinds of problems we solve.”

He leaned across the desk. I bent forward. “Some dirty lowlife has been hijacking wagon loads of vegetables before they can reach the market. It’s costing me a fortune. I want them caught, wrapped up, and turned over to me—for re-education.”

“Do you know where the heist is taking place? Is it inside the city at the market or before they get here?” I’m not much for enjoying the country life. Would really prefer to avoid, if possible. Had enough of that as a tad.

“Happens on the way down to the city. The parsnip fields are from somewhere near the back of nowhere, up north of the town of Grimtun, that beachy place on the lake. Never been there. To the fields. No need. Trip of several hours, I hear, which is why the bloody things are so expensive. And I have a serious demand. The Annual Parsnip Festival takes place in less than a week. I need to have several shipments in my warehouse within the next four days. Those veg have to be properly prepared.”

A long boney finger wagged beneath my nose.

“I’ll pay you well to catch the rascals and see at least five wagonloads delivered safely through to the Forks. I don’t want any of the nosey Committees involved. I have competition. If a word of this gets out I lose the contract to supply the Festival.”

I hesitated. I’m a city boy now. The thought of grubbing around in the fertilizer on someone’s plowed field did not really appeal. Who would ever imagine they had a parsnip festival? “Well, I don’t know…”

He snatched up his cap and stood. “Good. We have a deal.”

A leather pouch landed on the desk with a subtle clink.

He paused in the doorway. “I expect results. Don’t disappoint me. I don’t handle disappointment very well. You have three days.”

Able Bowdee was gone. I looked at the pouch, picked it up and weighed it in my hand. “Oh well, I suppose I could use some fresh country air.”

Before I could inform Bertha I was taking a saunter into the country, the door to the outer office opened again, and an oversized hobgoblin in a well-worn postal uniform pushed through balancing a rather large cardboard box.

“Are these the offices of Aloysius, Wildwater, and Associates, Private Eyeballs?” he bellowed. The box balanced precariously in his oversized hands.

“That’s what it says on the front door.” This from Bertha. “If you can read.”

“When did this happen?” I stood. “Have the door repainted immediately.”

“That week when you were too busy reading the ball scores to notice. We’re leaving things just the way it stands. Makes the place sound upmarket.”

“You are not an associate. We don’t have associates. You are my secretary.” Who never does what she’s told.

“This carton is heavy.” He set it down on a corner of Bertha’s desk. The box wobbled.

I noticed the air holes in the side. There was a slight odor of stale cigar.

“Remove that thing immediately from my desk!” Bertha pointed a long reddish-brown finger toward the floor. Emerald nails sparkled.

“That will be a half Argentum. Delivery fee.” The messenger leaned on the box. He didn’t make an effort to move the parcel.

The hobgoblin was even taller than my secretary, and heavier, although I suspected after all the night classes she takes, Bertha could disassemble and plant him into the floor faster than you can say Mrs. Robinson. I folded my arms and yawned.

Bertha whirled on me, still standing innocently in the doorway of my inner office. “Did you order this without completing a requisition?”

She passed bookkeeping last month, and the formerly gentle paper flow has become a tsunami.

“Wasn’t me. Pay the poor fellow from petty cash and let’s see what we have inherited.” I was curious but had to get going on the hunt for what was rotten in the vegetable bin.

“Oh all right.” She paid then slammed the desk door closed as the messenger quickly departed. The box shuddered precariously. “Let’s see what we have here.” She flourished a long sharp implement, the first-place prize from her knife-throwing classes of two years ago. “Knowing your usual clientele, should I check for explosives first?”

“Gently,” I warned. The box shuddered.

“I know what I’m doing, which is more than I can say for some of my partners some days.”

“You don’t have any partners,” I pointed out. “You are not a partner.”

She sliced the tape holding the lid in place and whirled around preparing to give me a verbal broadside.

The top of the box flew open, and a familiar voice said, “Did you miss me, gorgeous?” and the beaming round face of Captain Charlie of the Committee of Public Safety popped out, arms flung wide. The stub of a cigar went flying across the room into an old coffee cup.

Bertha jumped back.

I admit I took a step back too. Charlie, my former friend and professional cherub and I were not on speaking terms. As a matter of fact, I believe our last conversation ended with him telling me in short plain language he never wanted to see or hear from me again.

He hopped out, perched on the edge of her desk and leered at Bertha. “Are you free for a quiet romantic dinner tonight, kid?”

“I’ll check my calendar. No, wait, I just remembered. I have to put out the other garbage.” She glanced at me, one eyebrow raised.

Well at least she didn’t threaten to flatten him, which is her usual response. Charlie, back in the day when I knew him, held a reputation around the department as a bit of a womanizer. A bit of work for someone who barely reaches even to my waist.

Still perched on the corner of her desk he sighed, rolled his eyes, and turned the famous smile on me. “Hi Randy, how you been?”

“What’s the problem? Remember, Shorty, the CPS and I are through. We have a signed agreement.” A benefit from the ill-fated trip on the Sarah Madder. Although agreements never stopped the powers before.

Charlie turned paler than usual, hopped down from the desk and checked the outer door to make certain it was closed. He locked it.

“You got to help me Randy, old friend, ol’ buddy. We go a long way back. I’m in deep, deep doo-doo. I’m being framed for murder. They’re all after me. You have to hide me somewhere safe and find out who really did it.” He glanced up at Bertha and winked. “I bet you have somewhere you could hide me, like in your bedroom closet.”

“Oh, your mother would really love him,” I said.

“Not if he was at death’s door and there was a knocking,” she said.

I frowned. “Besides, Charlie, you are an officer of the Com PS. Surely they’re already investigating the crime. They won’t convict you without some solid evidence.”

He snorted. “You used to work with them. You know what they’re like when the wizards get a suspect in their sights. Make steel bear traps look like pin cushions. They have something, and they think they have me. Besides, there’s a certain extremely attractive pixie, name of Bessie. Remember her from Frozen Files?”

“Afraid I never had the pleasure.” I suspected I knew where this was going.

“Well, Bessie is ambitious to the ultimate. Got herself promoted. Fast. Became my assistant, then my deputy. Now she wants my job. Well, anyway, Bessie got her delicate little hands on something that led her right to me, and now the whole pack of hungry wolves are howling for my blood. So to speak.”

“Who is it you are supposed to have murdered?” Bertha had a pad out and a pencil poised.

“We’re not taking the case,” I said. “I’m busy and booked solid for the next week. I don’t have time.”

“I’ll handle it then,” she said. “Full retainer up front.”

“For you babe, anything.” He glanced my way. “But I think you should bring the old man along. This is going to be a tricky one.”

“We’re not taking the case,” I repeated. “I’m too busy, and if he’s come here that means serious trouble’s close behind.”

“If anyone can solve this case it’s Aloysius and Wildwater.” Charlie gave us one of his patented smiles.

“This firm is Randolf Aloysius, period.” I glared at Bertha. “Or it will be when my secretary gets around to correcting the multiple errors gilded on the front door glass.”

“I don’t care if you call yourselves Randy and Bertha Comma, I’m begging for your help.”

He actually dropped to his knees and wrung his hands together. I hadn’t seen that move in a long time.

“Let’s get back to business.” She stabbed her pencil in his direction. “Who did you say you are supposed to have killed?”

“He didn’t.”

They ignored me.

“Some run-down wagon driver with a string of bad luck.”

“Does he have a name?” Bertha persisted.

I shook my head and went back into my office. I’d probably eventually agree to take the case, but only after I solved the parsnip heist. Good to let him percolate in a vegetable stew of his own making for a while.

After all, Charlie was the one who loudly refused to take my calls or allow me to poach on the vast resources of the Committee of Public Safety on those rare occasions when I needed some technical help or inside dope.

“What is the name of the deceased?” Bertha was still at it.

“I think it was Edward, or Eddard, or maybe Edwin.”

Reaching into my desk drawer, I frowned. It wasn’t like Charlie to forget a name, or a phone number. I checked the clip and slipped Bess, my favorite pistol, into her shoulder holster.

“Why would they connect you to the murder of a wagon driver? What was he, another cherub?”

“Goblin.”

“And the connection to you?”

I turned out the light and paused in my doorway. At least Bertha had learned persistence.

“His wife.”

Ah hah. Of course. That figures.

“But don’t get the wrong idea, sweet cheeks. It wasn’t serious. I may have taken her to a private club or two, and a shady restaurant, but it wasn’t serious. He didn’t even know about us.”

“I’ve heard that one before.”

“It speaks.” She turned to me. “Any other questions before I start the investigation?”

“Yeah, where are you clowns planning to hide me?” Charlie kept looking at the door. “I don’t think Bessie knows about my connection to you, but if she looks in the files…”

“Which she will even if she studied under you.” I sighed. “Where did this deceased character work? Sometimes the fellow workers know a lot more about what’s going on than you think they do. Always a good place to start.”

“He drove a wagon for old Able Bowdee down at the Garden Forks Market. You know, that pile of rotten vegetables. Was out of town a lot. That’s why his Mrs. got so lonesome.”

“Ah,” I said. “We
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