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  Introduction


  Back when I was in graduate school working on completing my Master of Fine Arts degree I did a very lengthy research paper on Dashiell Hammett. I hoped the paper would eventually be accepted as my thesis. But as they say, you always find one professor in grad school who doesn’t see eye to eye with you. This turned out to be one of those times and the subject of my paper was rejected as not scholarly enough. Naturally, I was disappointed. As part of my research I had reread all of Hammett’s novels and most of his short stories. On the flip side, it was very pleasant work, and I found myself once more enjoying his last novel, The Thin Man. It also brought back a pleasant memory.


  A few years prior to this an editor contacted me regarding an anthology he was putting together. He asked if I would like to contribute a story. I immediately told him yes, and he gave me the particulars: It had to be a mystery, any subject, 3,000 words in length… and he needed it in week.


  The tight deadline kind of threw me, but I agreed. After I hung up I started searching through my collection of stories to see if I had anything that would fit the bill. I didn’t. I’d contributed stories to several of this editor’s anthology projects in the past and had used up all the ones I had in the vault. Thinking that producing a new one that was only 3,000 words shouldn’t be too daunting, I sat down to write. It was then that Hammett’s characters from The Thin Man began echoing inside my head. I’d read that novel years before and had enjoyed the witty repartee between Nick and Nora as they drank their way through the evolution of the case. I was also a fan of the movie series starring William Powell and Myrna Loy and had recently seen one of the Thin Man films on television. I wondered why Hammett had only written the one novel with those characters since they obviously fit so well into a series. I decided to try my hand at something similar and came up with Vince and Laura Pope.


  


  Vince Pope was a former private eye who’d married the beautiful and rich Laura Thronson. To distance myself from Hammett, I made Vince Irish, rather than Greek, and I set the story in the late 1940s instead of the early 1930s. The forties have always been one of my favorite eras—Fred Astaire and Lucille Bremer flawlessly dancing to the tune of “Coffee Time,” Lena Horne singing “Stormy Weather” like nobody else, and the fog artfully curling around Bogie and Ingrid in Casablanca as he says, “If you don’t get on that plane you’ll regret it, maybe not today, maybe not tomorrow, but soon, and for the rest of your life.” I’d already written another novel set in that era (Melody of Vengeance) so I was very familiar with the time period. I’d listened to countless old radio shows, watched a lot of old 1940ish movies, and read quite a few novels and books written during that time.


  Armed with this knowledge and my History of American Slang Dictionary, I sat down and dashed off the story in one sitting. I sent in “Whodunit?”—the first Vince and Laura story about a murder on a train, and the editor loved it. It appeared in the anthology, 100 Menacing Little Murder Stories in 1998.


  A few years passed and after I’d finished grad school I happened to come across a copy of the anthology and glanced at the story. It reminded me of my Hammett paper which had been pooh-poohed by the persnickety professor. I still believed in it so I looked through my old files, found the paper, blew off the dust, and began polishing it up.


  After a few revisions, I sent it to a magazine called Purple Prose which specialized in pulp-related articles. “Dashiell Hammett, Tarnished Knight” appeared in the July 2001 issue.


  I felt a sense of vindication and thought about sending a copy to the professor who’d labeled the topic as being “unworthy of scholarly pursuits.” Sam Spade probably would have visited him personally and “shoved it where the sun don’t shine,” but my own knowledge of the success was sweet enough. Plus, I thought, why waste a copy of a perfectly good magazine on someone who couldn’t find his backside with both hands? However, there was another beneficial side effect: it set me thinking about Vince and Laura Pope again… Suddenly I got a hankering to re-visit them.


  From those thoughts came “A Girl’s Best Friend,” featuring those two principal characters. This time I was writing to please myself, so I wasn’t limited by any restrictive word count. I let the story find its own length, and when I was finished, I liked the result so much I continued writing more Vince and Laura stories, exploring their pasts, their families, and their relationship. The two of them seemed perfectly suited for the short story format. “Between Two Worlds,” “Lost Weekend,” “No Promises,” and “Bitter Almonds” all followed in short order, with “Bitter Almonds” finding a home in the prestigious Crime Spree magazine. “No Promises” turned out to be my debut on a short-lived Amazon shorts series. “Between Two Worlds” was selected to appear in an anthology called House With Many Rooms, but that anthology never materialized.


  


  As every writer knows, placing short stories in today’s limited market can be an arduous task. However, I was determined to see more of Vince and Laura’s adventures in print. I remembered the experience with my Hammett paper and vowed not to be deterred by rejection. I also remembered that Hammett himself had written the sequel to The Thin Man movie, but his screenplay, Another Thin Man, was junked by the studio executives. That stopped Hammett cold and it was apparently a blow from which he couldn’t recover. He never finished another novel. I’d been knocked flat before, too, but I also knew that the only disgrace in getting knocked down was not getting back up again. So I kept at it, certain that somewhere out there was a publisher who would understand what I was trying to do and see value in my work.


  That’s when I met Ms. Billie Johnson of Oak Tree Press. I first met her at the PSWA (Public Safety Writer’s Association) conference in Las Vegas. Billie was very nice and we seemed to share a similar appreciation of mysteries and a love of the printed word. I subsequently approached her about this project and she agreed to take a look. It had always been my dream that all of the Pope stories could be collected into one volume.


  Billie read the stories and enjoyed them, but we both felt that the collection was a tad short. It needed a few more stories to round things out. Unfortunately, deadlines on two other major projects were looming in front of me and I was forced to put Vince and Laura on the back shelf temporarily.


  After completing those projects, I settled back and revisited the Popes once more. It had been a while, but it was like slipping into some comfortable old slippers that I’d set aside. It didn’t take me long before I pounded out “Knockouts” and tried to come up with an idea for a final story to end the series with a bang. I knew it had to be special. I also wanted this last story to be something out of the ordinary—Something on the order of “The Dead,” the long, concluding story in James Joyce’s marvelous short story collection, Dubliners. After much deliberation, I decided to end with a novella, but I needed something substantial upon which to base a longer work.


  I’d always been intrigued by a series of real unsolved murders that occurred in the Kingsbury Run section of Cleveland during the 1930s. Max Allen Collins had written an excellent novelization of the actual case (Butcher’s Dozen) featuring the real life character of Elliott Ness. The murders were thought to be the work of one man, and although Ness developed a strong suspect, the case was never officially solved or closed.


  I took this basic idea of an unsolved series of murders from the past and added the possibility that the killer had switched locations from Ohio to New York. I wanted Vince to have a shot at solving things. I was also fascinated by the presidential election of 1948 and tossed that in as well. The end result was “Pope’s Last Case,” which is a novella that I think finishes off the collection in appropriate fashion.


  But I’d like to remind everyone, that it’s a highly fictionalized look back at the time period and not meant to be a commentary on how I believe things might have actually happened. Thus, any similarities to real people or events, with the exception of President Truman and Governor Dewey, are purely coincidental. The title, “Pope’s Last Case,” is also sort of an homage to one of my favorite old books that was subsequently made into a movie during that era. (Fans of nostalgia should have no trouble figuring that one out).


  The ending novella even lends sort of a bookend quality to the entire collection, because a major scene occurs on a train, just like the first story, “Whodunit?” I tried to imbue a sense of consistency in both the characters and events so that if the stories are read in order they have an almost novelistic progression.


  In “Pope’s Last Case” it was refreshing to finally have the room to take Vince, Laura and the others out of the short story format and let them stretch a little in this novella. I felt it was a good way for them to go out.


  But please remember my original intentions with Pope’s Last Case. I always felt that Vince and Laura might return, if and when the time was right, and now, thanks to David Wilson of Crossroad Press, they have. My thanks also to Ms. Lisa Mastrogiovanni who helped me edit this edition. Her efforts definitely made the book better. I hope you enjoy this new edition, and Vince and Laura, as much as I do.


  Michael A. Black


  Chicago, Illinois


  Whodunit?


  1946


  Laura’s dark eyes narrowed under her profusion of brown curls as she looked at me across the table in the dining car. I felt her long fingers squeeze my hand.


  “What’s the matter, darling?” she said.


  I didn’t answer. I just finished off the last bit of my drink and watched the progress of the head waiter as he nervously made his way through the aisle toward our table. I set the glass down and nodded slightly.


  “Here comes trouble,” I said.


  She glanced over her shoulder, then turned back to me.


  “Now how do you know that?” she asked.


  “Believe me, I can tell.”


  Seconds later the waiter stopped and leaned over toward me.


  “Mr. Pope, I’m so sorry to disturb you, sir,” he whispered. “But Mr. Ambrose was wondering if you were the same Vincent Pope who’s the very famous detective?”


  “Some people would say ‘very infamous,’” Laura said, smiling mischievously. She picked up her glass and took a dainty sip, leaving a red smear of lipstick on the rim.


  “I used to be,” I added. “Before I married for money.”


  She shot me a lethal look.


  I quickly added, “And love, of course.”


  “If you would be so kind, sir,” the waiter said, “to speak to Mr. Ambrose? He’s waiting over to your left.” He cocked his head fractionally.


  I glanced over and saw Francis P. Ambrose, all two hundred and sixty pounds of him, wedged between the accordion-like separation between the cars. He was the rich guy who’d set up this mystery-play-on-a-train in which the actors were supposed to interact with the audience as their little murder play was performed. I looked over at Laura and watched her lips curl into an exaggerated pout.


  “I won’t be long,” I said, rising. “I promise.”


  “You’d better not be,” she said. “The show’s set to begin in a little over fifteen minutes, and I want to figure out whodunit before you do.”


  I smiled, winked, and walked down the aisle following the waiter, compensating ever-so-slightly for the rhythmic sway of the moving train. Ambrose was white as a ghost as I looked down at him. He was holding a smoldering cigar in his left hand and a small shot glass in his right. Even the gray patches around his temples seemed to appear more ashen.


  “Looks like you’ve been having a rough night,” I said.


  He nodded and brought the glass to his lips. The drink brought a flush of color to his flaccid cheeks, but the rest of him still looked chalky. He made a dismissive gesture with his hand and the waiter disappeared, leaving the two of us crammed in the small area, the sound of straining, buckling metal masking our conversation.


  “Clancy, the conductor, told me you’re a detective,” Ambrose said.


  “Well, I used to be,” I said. “I’m retired.”


  His brow furrowed. “He said that you’ve done work for the railroad before.”


  “From time to time,” I said. “Why?”


  “Reginald Pearson,” Ambrose said. “He’s been murdered.”


  “What?”


  “Can you take a look?” he said, puffing nervously on his cigar. “He was found in his compartment, shot in the back of the head. I need some expert advice on handling this properly.”


  “Sure thing,” I said, glancing back at Laura. “Just let me tell the missus.”


  “Are you sure that’s wise?” he said, his hand suddenly gripping my arm. He withdrew it as soon as he saw my stare.


  When I got back to the table she’d lit up a cigarette and was staring out the window at the blackness.


  “Hey, Mrs. Pope,” I said. “Want to help me solve a murder?”


  Her head swiveled toward me. “You know I love a good mystery. Now hurry up and sit down. They’re already collecting the dinner plates,” she said, her impatient gestures pointing to my seat. “The mystery show is going to start any time now.”


  “Un-un,” I said. “The star is otherwise occupied.” I bent over to whisper in her ear, filling her in. I told her to wait two minutes, and then get up, like she was going out to the ladies’ room, but to make her way up toward the front to the playing room cars.


  The actor’s personal compartment car was in front of them, and right behind the car immediately behind the engine. Her eyes widened expectantly as she nodded. I straightened up and walked as nonchalantly as I could back toward the front of the dining car. The rest of the diners appeared oblivious to me, huddled in muted conversations as the waiters cleared off the tables, although one guy, who’d obviously been imbibing, yelled that I looked like William Powell. If he hadn’t been drunk, and I hadn’t been in a hurry, I would have stopped and belted him. Or at least argued that he could have said “a young William Powell.” Ambrose stood in a cloud of smoke in the separation, watching me.


  As we made our way through the first playing, or stage car, several stage hands and bit part actors were busy setting up the set for the first act.


  “The play must go on,” I said.


  Ambrose shook his head. “They don’t know yet.”


  The play was sort of a parody of a Basil Rathbone Sherlock Holmes movie called Terror by Night. It involved Holmes, Watson, Professor Moriarty and the theft of some famous jewel. In this case, it was performed on the train and Reginald Pearson, a rather well-known British actor, was playing Holmes. The part of Watson was played by Andrew Georger. Pearson had once been something of a force at the box office, but that had been quite some time ago, back before the War. He and Georger had played the famous duo before in several plays recently. The fact that they were both now doing dinner theater on a train to nowhere in upstate New York probably said something about their waning appeal. The novelty of this train play was purported to be one of selecting a few members of the audience to assist in the unraveling of the plot, once the show got rolling. The play was written so that some of the would-be actors could read a few lines to assist the great detective in his deductions.


  We went through the second stage car, which was only slightly less busy than the first. Since the setting of the play was a train, they didn’t have a lot to do. I tugged on Ambrose’s sleeve as we got into the final separation before the actor’s car. “Who all does know about this?”


  He paused and dropped the stub of his cigar, grinding it under his shoe. “Me, you, and Clancy,” he said. “Unless you told your wife.”


  “That makes four then,” I said, grinning. “Or maybe five, counting the murderer.”


  Ambrose seemed to pale visibly, as if all the blood was draining out of his face. “This is going to ruin me.” I slapped him on the shoulder, not wanting to risk a hernia if he fainted and I had to try and pick him up.


  We went through the separation and entered a car with a long aisle. Solid looking walls and sturdy doors on one side, forming several compartments. The first one held about twelve of the lesser known players. Pearson, Georger, and Vivian Lake all had their own rooms. Miss Lake had been Pearson’s leading lady in a number of films dating back a few years and was rumored to be involved with him romantically. But then again, according to tabloid legend, Pearson had always been something of a Lothario.


  I followed Ambrose up toward the end compartment where the uniformed conductor, Clancy, stood leaning against the wall. As soon as he saw me his big block face cracked into a wide smile and he extended his hand.


  “Mr. Pope,” he said, pumping my hand. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, sir. You probably don’t remember me, but I was one of the conductors you interviewed a few years back when you cracked that big train robbery case.” He shook his head. “Never figured that one for an inside job, but you sure nailed them.”


  Most of them were, I thought, as were most murders committed by people who were acquainted. But I kept my mouth shut and smiled. He was right about something else, too. I didn’t remember him, but I said, “I thought you looked familiar.”


  This made him smile even more, and after he finally released my hand, I told him to keep an eye out for the missus, who was going to be coming forward to assist me in a very discreet fashion. Clancy nodded and winked conspiratorially.


  “Oh, Clancy, by the way,” I said. “How many railroad staff do you have on board?”


  He licked his lips, then said, “‘I got two cooks, three waiters, the engineer, and me. All regulars, and trustworthy.”


  “Thanks,” I said, and twisted the knob to open Reginald Pearson’s compartment, but it was locked. Clancy took out a huge ring of keys and sorted through them. He shoved a thin silver key into the lock, pushed open the door, then stepped aside. I went in, followed by Ambrose, who took out another cigar and started peeling back the wrapper. The compartment was about eight by twelve.


  “I’d rather you didn’t do that,” I said, pointing to the cigar. “The state police boys are gonna want to go over this place when we get to the next stop, and they don’t appreciate any spare ashes.”


  Ambrose nodded and tucked the cigar back in his pocket. I looked over at Pearson, who was seated in front of his make-up table with a circular hole in the back of his head. A hairpiece sat on the table beside him. He’d been losing his hair and the bullet made a neat little hole in the crown. Not a lot of blood. A small caliber round, I surmised, from the size of the entry wound, although it’s hard to tell. The wound showed some noticeable starring and powder burns. Close range shot, probably pressed against the back of his head. Pearson’s face had been contorted from the internal impact, and he’d apparently slumped forward onto the table top. The mirror in front of him reflected the top of his balding head. A glass lay on the floor beside his left foot, its contents spilled into the floor. I touched his neck, feeling for a pulse out of formality. Nothing, but he was warm and soft.


  “He’s dead, isn’t he?” Ambrose asked. The loud clickety-clack of the wheels nearly covered the sound of his voice. “Didn’t I tell you he was dead, for Christ’s sake?”


  “Yeah, but I’m from Missouri. Now who found him, and when?”


  “It was Clancy,” Ambrose said. “The director was trying to prepare for the section where they use members of the audience, and Pearson had the amended script in his compartment. They sent Clancy to see if he was ready yet. He found him, and then came and got me.”


  “So you came here to check him out?” I asked, looking around.


  “I did not,” he said. “I told Clancy to guard the door and went to find you.”


  “He touch anything?”


  His face blanched. “Well, I… If he did, will that make him a suspect?”


  “At this point, everybody on this train’s a suspect. When was the last time anybody saw Pearson?”


  Ambrose looked like he’d been punched in the gut. He pondered, then said, “He and I had an early dinner in the dining car. Afterward he went to put on his make-up and prepare. Maybe fifteen or twenty minutes ago.”


  A quick three raps on the door, and Clancy popped his head inside. “Mr. Pope, your missus is here.”


  “Fine,” I said, nudging Ambrose. “We’re done in here.” As I stepped toward the door something crinkled under the sole of my shoe. I looked down to see what it was, then, as I stepped out, I told Clancy to lock the door again.


  “Is he really dead?” Laura asked, leaning close to me.


  “Extremely.” I turned to Clancy. “How fast is this train going?”


  “We average anywheres from thirty-five to forty miles per hour.”


  “Any stops?”


  He shook his head. “Nope. This section of rails is not even used anymore, except for us. Used to be a regular route back during the War, when the steel mills was running around the clock. But now we just start out at the Ossling Station and travel on this line to the old Glenberry Station, then reverse the engine and go back. Timed for two hours and twenty-five minutes, round trip.” He pulled a big watch out of his vest pocket and glanced at it. “Just about half-way now.”


  “Can anybody get off when you make the stop?” I asked.


  “Not unless they pop one of the emergency exits,” he said. “Then the buzzer’ll go off. But they’d be in the middle of nowhere.”


  “Okay, Clancy. This is what we’ll do. Let’s assume that unless the killer’s got a death wish, he ain’t gonna jump off a train that’s traveling at this rate of speed. Nor is he gonna jump off when we get to our half-way stop, unless he wants to be marooned in some remote location. So we’ll operate under the assumption that he’s still on board.”


  “Or she is,” Laura said, smiling handily. “Someone once told me that a good detective shouldn’t jump to conclusions, right?”


  I grinned and rubbed my fingers over my chin. “Right. So have the engineer keep moving as fast as he can, and you go radio the cops to meet us at the station when we arrive. Get it?”


  “Got it,” he said with a grin. He ambled up to phone the engine.


  “What’s next, darling?” Laura’s face was flushed with excitement.


  “Why, we round up the usual suspects, of course,” I said, doing my best Claude Rains imitation.


  “So you want me to have everyone move to the dining car for an announcement that the police are coming?” Ambrose asked.


  “On the contrary, I want to go back in and observe. The killer had to be somebody that Pearson knew.” I pointed to the body. “Otherwise he would’ve seen him sneaking up on him in his mirror and turned around.”


  “There’s that masculine pronoun again,” Laura said.


  I nodded and smiled. “I think it’s also likely to surmise that whomever did it, regardless of gender, most likely had a grudge against him. Which eliminates most of the guests, myself and the missus here included.”


  Laura giggled.


  Ambrose’s brow furrowed, and he asked what I wanted him to do.


  “Let me speak to the other actors, starting with Georger and Miss Lake.” I squinted at both of them, adding, “And let me do all the talking.”


  We went down and knocked on Andrew Georger’s door first. After a moment it swung inward and a short, heavyset man of around fifty, with some sort of white bib tied under his chin appeared. His fingers were pressing against a thick mustache, and his face was dusted with make-up. Two stiff-looking wings of hair flared out from a part down the center of his head.


  “Yes?” he asked.


  “Mind if we come in?” I said, stepping past him. Laura and Ambrose filed in behind me. His compartment was slightly smaller than Pearson’s.


  “Why, yes as a matter of fact I do,” he said. His voice rose in irritation. “I’m preparing for a performance.”


  “How long you been doing that?” I asked, looking around.


  He shrugged and glanced at his watch. “For at least an hour, now if you don’t mind.” He held his palm toward the door. “As I said, I do have a performance shortly.”


  “Oh, there’s been a new development,” I said. “I’m afraid Reggie won’t be able to perform tonight.”


  I’d wanted to watch his reaction as I’d said it. His thick eyebrows seemed to jut out over his eyes.


  “What?” he said. “Don’t tell me he’s inebriated again?”


  “Let’s just say that he’s… indisposed.”


  “Oh, damn it all,” Georger said. He immediately went to his mirror and plopped down in his chair. “Well, I can modify the performance, playing the Holmes role myself, I suppose.” He ran the comb through his hair, eliminating the center part in favor of one on the left side. “Lord knows, I’ve done it before. But you can tell him that this is positively the last time I will bail him out.” He threw the comb on top of the table and began pulling at the mustache. “And you can tell him that I’m doing this in spite of his leaving me high wide and handsome.” He continued to peel off the gray handlebar mustache and began tracing descending lines on either side of his lips with an eyebrow pencil.


  “High wide and handsome?” I said, thinking his face somehow suddenly looked leaner.


  “Yes.” Georger turned. “We’ve been doing this train play for the past seven months, and now when our contract is just about up, he secretly signed for a two month run of The Adventures of Sherlock Holmes at a dinner theater in Poughkeepsie. But they’re hiring another actor for the part of Watson.” His lips pursed sourly. “To save on costs so they can pay his already inflated salary. Fidelity means nothing to the man, but I’ve known that for years. He’s a cad.”


  “Sounds like you have reason to be bitter.” I worked the pause for all it was worth and grinned before I followed up with, “Bitter enough to blow his brains out?”


  Georger’s expression didn’t change. He just kept wiping under his nose where he’d removed the mustache.


  “Don’t think I haven’t thought about it,” he said, turning back to his mirror. He quickly glanced at his clock.


  “Where’d you go after you ate?” I asked.


  “I came here to put on my make-up,” he said.


  “Alone?”


  “Of course.” Now I was noticing a few furrows in the old forehead. “Why do you ask?”


  “When’s the last time you saw Pearson?” I said.


  “I can’t remember,” he tossed the pencil away in favor of a brush. “At dinner, I suppose. But we sat at separate tables.”


  I cocked my head toward the door and said we’d be looking forward to his solo performance. “Let me know if you need a good Watson. I’ve always felt I had a calling for the thespian arts.”


  I slid his door closed and looked at Laura. “Well, whaddya think?”


  “The show must go on,” she said. “It sounds like he despised Pearson, and I guess with the way he’d been treated he had reason to bump him off.”


  I looked to Ambrose who nodded and asked, “Is it him?”


  “Too early to tell,” I said, moving over to Miss Lake’s compartment. “Let’s go see the lady.” I knocked gently and heard a soft voice say, “Come in.” I opened the door and saw the bare shoulders of Vivian Lake extending out of a white lace slip. She sat with a casual abandon, her back to us, carefully etching the dark line of her left eyelid. And, yeah, I had to say she looked just as good as she had in the movies.


  “Yes, what is it?” she said, not looking away from the mirror.


  “Hello, Miss Lake,” I said. “My name’s Vince Pope. There’s a slight problem with Mr. Pearson.”


  “Oh, really?” she said, tracing the dark liner over her eyelid. “Don’t tell me that little blond number he’d been seeing on this rumbling heap showed up and tired him out too much?”


  “Little blond number?” I said.


  “Oh yeah,” she said. “He didn’t know that I knew, but after all this time, the only thing that surprised me was that he went to such uncharacteristic lengths to be so secretive. It wasn’t like Reggie. Usually he flaunted each new conquest.”


  “I take it you weren’t too upset then? “ I said.


  “No, why should I be?”


  “Well,” I said slowly, “I heard you and he were an item.”


  She giggled as she stared intently at her reflection.


  “So you don’t deny that you’ve been seeing each other?” I asked.


  “Of course not,” she said. “It’s quite a common occurrence for a leading man and his leading lady to get comfortable with one another.”


  “And weren’t you jealous about the little blond number?”


  “Heavens, no.” She turned and glanced up at me. It was a spunky look that could have fanned the flame of many an adolescent youth in a dark theater. “The only true item on Reggie’s agenda was going to bed with as many women as he possibly could. Anything female was fair game to him. Your sister, your wife, your daughter … We’re all just potential notches on his bedpost. Anything in a skirt. It’s a good thing we never performed in Scotland or he’d probably have ended up in bed with a man if he had good looking legs.”


  I glanced over at Laura, who stood there wide-eyed. Ambrose’s face seemed to darken, and he snorted as he went out into the hall. I nodded to Laura, and we left the lovely Miss Lake to the task of making herself even more lovely.


  “Well, whaddya think now?” I asked, pausing to take out my cigarettes.


  I held the gold case she’d given me as a wedding gift toward her. She plucked one out, then I offered the smokes to Ambrose, who shook his head. He pulled a cigar out of his pocket, unwrapped it absently, and let the clear cellophane wrapper fall to the floor.


  “She didn’t seem very upset that he’d been seeing someone else,” Laura said. “But she’s an actress. The question is how good of a one is she?”


  I held out my lighter for her, lit my cigarette, then held the flame for Ambrose. “Since this is a lighter, and not a match, I don’t mind doing three.”


  “Pope, this is getting us nowhere,” Ambrose said, exhaling a cloud of smoke. “I’m going to order Clancy to herd everyone into the dining car, and we’ll wait for the police there.”


  “Now why do you want to do that?” I said. “Let the show go on. Things might work out. Georger was already reminding me of Sherlock Holmes”


  He snorted and stormed away. I let my gaze follow after his squat frame. The door separating this car from the one behind the engine slid open and Clancy came in.


  “Okay, Mr. Pope,” he said. “I got the state cops on the horn. They said nobody gets on or off till we get back to the station.”


  I turned to face him and felt something crackle under my shoe again. This time I stooped down to pick it up. It was the cellophane wrapper from Ambrose’s cigar.


  “Hey, Clancy,” I said. “You smoke?”


  “No sir. Got a bad lung from catching a Jap bullet on Iwo Jima.”


  “Marines?” I asked.


  He nodded. “Gunnery sergeant.”


  “Tell me again about how you came to find the body,” I said.


  “Well,” he said. “The director needed the script to go over any changes that Mr. Pearson had wanted, so I went to his compartment to fetch it. I knocked on the door a couple of times, and when there was no answer, I opened it with my pass key. I seen enough bodies in the War to know he was dead. Then I locked the room back up and found Mr. Ambrose.”


  “Where’d you find him?” I asked.


  “He was standing between the four and five cars smoking his cigar,” Clancy said. “He asked what should we do, and that’s when I told him about you being on board. He went to get you, and I guarded Mr. Pearson’s compartment.”


  “Anybody go inside before I got there?” I said.


  “No, sir,” Clancy said, shaking his head emphatically.


  “Clancy, I was an enlisted man, too,” I said. “I worked for a living. Quit calling me ‘sir,’ okay?”


  He grinned and nodded.


  I crumpled the cellophane in my hand, and took a last puff of my cigarette. “Clancy, this is real important.”


  He nodded attentively. “Can you recall your exact words to Ambrose?”


  Clancy’s tongue traced over his lips before he answered. “Well,” he said slowly. “I said, ‘Mr. Pearson’s dead. Somebody musta shot him or something’.”


  “Is that all you said?” I asked.


  He nodded. “Yes, si—”


  I grinned. “Are you absolutely sure?”


  He nodded again. “Yeah.”


  “And you didn’t tell Ambrose that Pearson had been shot in the head?” I asked.


  “No, si—.” He paused and grinned
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