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Cassie Pengear thought a visit to the carnival would be fun: see some shows, eat some sweets, help her landlady’s nephew decide if the cowboy was real or an actor.  But then the cowboy shot the volunteer, and he didn’t get up.  Now Cassie has a ten-year-old boy insisting the cowboy isn’t a killer and a landlady insisting she help solve the killing at the carnival.
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Chapter 1

 

THAT DAY STARTED off normally enough.  I had just found a new client, a small Regent Street dress shop that wanted me to type up the new inventory from their buying trip to Paris, and I was hoping to impress them with my speed and accuracy.  It was one of the more interesting clients I’d found, although compared to the normal run of business letters and interrogations from Scotland Yard that seemed to consist of subjects who couldn’t remember where they’d been or who they’d been with, it didn’t take much.  I was halfway through the first list of the latest fabrics and trims when there was a tapping on my door.  I considered ignoring it until I recognized the hand.  My landlady.  I pulled myself away from the typewriter and went to answer.

“Hello, Mrs. Albright.”

“Cassie, how would you like to go to the circus?”

The circus?  I wondered why she would be going to the circus.  The last thing I wanted to do right then was go out to a dusty arena under the sun and watch cheap shows.  “I’ve got stacks of typing to do.”

“But my nephew is so looking forward to it.  He wants to see the cowboys.  And since you’re American, he’s convinced you’ll be able to tell him if it’s a real western show.”

I’d forgotten her nephew was staying with her for a few weeks during the school holidays.  That explained the circus but didn’t make it any more interesting to me.  I kept trying to get out of it.  “But I’ve never been west of the Mississippi.  I’ve never even been to the Mississippi.”

“Oh, come on.  It’ll be fun.  There are some lovely rides, and there’s always fair food.  I’ll get you some fish and chips or whatever dough they’re frying there.  My treat.”

I sighed.  Mrs. Albright had been one of my first friends in London, and she gave me an excellent deal on the flat thanks to some help I had given her soon after I’d ended up in England.  I always hated saying no to her.  And fried dough did sound good.  “All right.  When are we leaving?”

Mrs. Albright gestured to the stairs, and a boy of about ten came running up from the landing.  “Now Davy, this is Miss Pengear.”

He grinned at me.  “The American.  I’m Davy Hawkin.  Have you seen real cowboys?”   He had blond hair and brown eyes and looked ready for a growth spurt. 

So much for getting any work done.  “I’m afraid I’ve never been out west.”

“Oh.  But I suppose you can tell from the accents.”  He wandered into my flat and looked around my main room as I covered my typewriter and decided on a hat.

“Is that steam powered?”  He poked at the cover on my typewriter.

“No, just a plain manual one.”

“Oh.  I suppose it doesn’t break as often.”

I pinned my hat on and adjusted the veil to keep the sun off my neck.  “That’s right.”  

But he’d already lost interest.  He was looking at my steam vent with the kettle attachment.  “Why is the kettle clear?”

“So I can watch it boil.”  I saw him eyeing the door to my bedroom, so I grabbed the first pair of gloves I spotted and started for the landing before he could get too curious.  “All set?”

The promise of the circus made him forget about mysterious treasures behind closed doors.  He hurried past both of us and started down the stairs.  “Can we take a steam cab?”

“If we can find one,” Mrs. Albright called after him.

 

~ * ~ * ~

 

The Kingston Carnival was being held at the old fairgrounds in Smithfield.  It was a small affair, slightly shabby around the edges, but with a big, bright sign pointing the way in and shiny brass pipes pumping steam to attractions and rides.  I could smell whatever they were frying on the midway, which made the whole outing seem more worthwhile.

Davy lost no time being interested in everything around us.  He started with the banner over the entrance, then the turnstile, then the empty ticket booth.  By the time we got to the machine dispensing the tickets, he was ready to be impressed by anything, but even I found it interesting.  It was similar to the machine I got my payments from when I did typing for Scotland Yard, but this one was in a clear box, so we could watch the wheels and cogs turn as Mrs. Albright put in her coins and the machine dispensed the tickets.  She pulled them out and counted automatically, then paused and counted a second time more carefully.  

“Something wrong?”  I asked.

“Tickets at ha’penny each, and I gave it six shillings, so I should have how many?”

I still wasn’t used to the odd monetary increments here, but I did my best to calculate.  “Seventy-two, I think.”

“So do I.  Then why do I have sixty-seven?”

“There’s the missing ones.”  Davy pointed to a small string of tickets caught between two gears.

Mrs. Albright leaned in to look. “So how do we get them out?”

Davy and Mrs. Albright started poking at the slot the tickets came out of while I scanned the area for someone who worked for the carnival.

“Machine’s broken.”  We all turned to see a boy about Davy’s age come out of the nearby tent.  He was wearing a mix of brightly colored costume bits and plain homespun boy’s clothes, so I assumed he was with the carnival.  “It always snatches the last five tickets.”

“We figured that out,” I said.  “Now is it broken or broken?”

He laughed.  “Genuinely broken.  Boss says he can fix it, but he just patches it up, and it breaks again two hours later.  You can set your watch by it.  I’ll get ‘em out for you.”  He kicked the leg of the machine, knocked on the glass, shook the whole thing, then kicked it again, with Davy watching every move.  When the boy turned the crank on the side after all that, the tickets dropped down into the chute.  “There you are.  Should come out right now.”

“Thank you, dear.  What a nice boy you are.”  Mrs. Albright tore off three of the tickets.

I kept staring at him.  “If it takes five tickets every time, why didn’t I see any other tickets caught inside when I was watching it?”

The boy grinned at me again.  “You’re a sharp one.  I like you a lot.  They let us that work here see the shows for free, but I got to pay for any food and games, same as anyone.  Does that seem fair to you?”

Mrs. Albright slipped the three tickets into her handbag with the rest.  “It was still kind of you to help us.  Thank you.  Come along, Davy, let’s find the midway.”

Davy looked torn between the lure of the midway and the slightly dangerous air around his new friend.  I could tell Mrs. Albright did not want her nephew running away to join the circus on her watch.  She looked vaguely in the direction of the tents.  “I wonder if they have a shooting gallery.”

That got his attention.  “Shooting gallery?”

“For Miss Pengear. You’re not quite old enough.”  She started walking towards the smell of frying food.  Davy was hovering around her legs.  

“They’re perfectly safe, you know.  They shoot blanks.  I wouldn’t aim it at anyone.”

I followed the pair, wondering how Mrs. Albright was going to get out of that.

 

~ * ~ * ~

 

It turned out Mrs. Albright had a very good plan.  She didn’t take Davy to the midway games but to the row of small tents that housed the lesser shows.  At first I thought Davy was going to be stubborn, but Mrs. Albright led him past the free acts meant to tempt people inside, and it turned out a snake charmer in front of him was worth more than a shooting gallery somewhere else.  I stayed well back with Mrs. Albright, just in case the snakes weren’t as well trained as the sign implied.

When the snake charmer packed up, Mrs. Albright collected Davy from the crowd of boys hoping to get another look at the snakes.  “I have all these tickets.  Which show do you want to see first?”

Davy looked around at the posters and placards.  “Let’s start with the cowboy.  Then Miss Pengear can tell me if he’s the real thing.”

We followed Davy to the tent with the poster of an anonymous cowboy riding a bucking bronco.  Davy stopped to study every detail of the poster while Mrs. Albright counted out the five tickets each for entry and handed them over to the boy in cheap red satin.  Mrs. Albright distracted Davy by pointing to the cowboy posters inside before he realized the boy collecting tickets was also about the same age as he was and got any new career ideas.

We got seats in the center of the fourth row, Davy between us, sitting on Mrs. Albright’s handbag so he could see the stage clearly.  He bounced up every few minutes to make certain he wasn’t missing anything.  Mrs. Albright didn’t look concerned, so I assumed there was nothing breakable in her bag.

“Do you think the Indian show costs the same?”  Mrs. Albright counted the remaining tickets hanging out the side of her bag.

“I would think so.”

“And we’ll need food.  And probably a few games.”  She went through the tickets again.  “We should be fine with these.”

“Do you think he’ll have a horse?” Davy asked.

“The stage doesn’t look big enough,” I told him.

He looked disappointed.  “What about roping?”

“I would think so.”

“That’s good.  That’s how they catch cattle.  That’s like cows.”

We hadn’t been there more than ten minutes when the small shaft of light that had been coming through the tent flap disappeared, plunging us into semidarkness.  “It’s starting,” Davy whispered to no one in particular.  

“Sh, don’t disturb your neighbors,” Mrs. Albright whispered back, but as our neighbors were mainly boys about Davy’s age or governesses and uncles who looked about as interested as I was, I didn’t think there was much danger of that.

The performance started with the pipe organ playing something that sounded vaguely like “Clementine” while sending clouds of green and purple steam across the stage.  I could see the boy from the entrance pushing levers on the side of the pipes, and then a scratchy voice seemed to come from nowhere.  “Presenting the Lovely Lucinda!”

“How do you think they do that?” Davy whispered as the Lovely Lucinda came out on stage wearing a white bodice encrusted with glass beads and a skirt with ruffles and feathers that was just a bit too short in front. 

“Probably a phonograph in the organ,” I whispered back.

The Lovely Lucinda made a circuit of the stage, lighting the lamps along the edge then posing at each one so we could all admire the beading on her costume.  When she’d finished lighting the stage lamps, she went to center stage and twirled around, making her streamers and ribbons fan out from her skirt and the gaslights sparkle off the sequins.  When she had finished showing off, she swept her arm out with another flourish of ribbons and ruffles and gestured to the wings stage left.  “I am pleased to present to you, directly from the United States of America, the legendary cowboy Nick Culpepper!”  Her voice swelled dramatically at the end, giving the audience the overwhelming desire to applaud even though none of us had heard of the legendary Nick Culpepper outside of the poster by the tent flap.

The legendary Nick Culpepper who appeared out of the steam was wiry and a bit above average height.  He was wearing a circus rendition of a cowboy outfit, which meant everything from the hat to the chaps to the spurs was not only fringed but also studded with paste gemstones and beads.  Well, maybe the spurs weren’t fringed.  He swaggered across the stage, hanging back a little so he reached the Lovely Lucinda just as the steam was clearing.

“Howdy, folks!” He tipped his hat.  “Right pleased to see y’all.”

Lovely Lucinda gestured for the crowd to answer, and all the boys yelled, “Howdy, Cowboy Nick!”

I leaned in to listen to the accent, but while the legendary Nick Culpepper was clearly American, he was also clearly from Boston.  I didn’t think there were many cowboys there.  I wondered how I was going to tell Davy if he asked for my opinion on his genuineness.  I supposed I could just say he was really American.

“Would y’all like to see a bit of ropin’?  If the Lovely Lucinda would assist me.”

Lucinda brought him a rope, and Legendary Nick caught a chair and a candle — unlit, of course. 

“Let’s make it exciting.  Lovely Lucinda, if you would rustle up a volunteer for me.”

The Lovely Lucinda swept out into the audience.  I glanced at Davy and was surprised to see he hadn’t put up his hand.  He caught me looking at him.

“Do you think cowboys really say ‘y’all’ so often?”

“Only in stage shows.  Part of the patter, I expect.”

He nodded.  “But the roping’s good.”

At least he wasn’t disappointed in the show.  “It is.”

The Lovely Lucinda brought a skinny young man who looked like a clerk from the row behind us up on stage.  I could hear his friends yelling encouragement as she had him sit in a chair and hold up a carved wooden steer head.  The legendary Nick caught it on the first try.  The same with the hat she put on his head and again with a candle he held, unlit again, of course.  Then Lovely Lucinda had the man stand behind the chair holding a needle.  Legendary Nick played around with his rope, making bigger and bigger circles around himself, then tossed the lasso and caught the young clerk.  I could hear the man’s friends laughing and cheering him on as Legendary Nick tied the young man up by wrapping the rope around him again and again.  

While Legendary Nick took his bows, Lovely Lucinda released the volunteer and kissed him on the cheek, which made his friends even louder.

Legendary Nick shook the volunteer’s hand as he left the stage, then turned to the crowd.  “How would y’all like some shootin’ next?”

Lovely Lucinda brought him a pair of pistols, and Cowboy Nick proceeded to twirl them around his fingers, holstering and unholstering them, tossing one in the air while catching the other.  While he was showing off, Lovely Lucinda went back into the audience for another volunteer.  This time she came back with a middle-aged man wearing a suit that was a little too neatly creased for a circus.  He tried to pull back, as if he wanted to be done with this nonsense, but Lovely Lucinda steered him into position.  She gave him a playing card to hold, guiding his hand to the bottom corner.  “Just like that, that’s right.”  She turned him towards Nick.  

The volunteer’s hand dropped out of position.  

“You’re a little nervous?  Oh, don’t be.  Here, I’ll hold it too.”  She had the man straighten his arm, then grabbed the other corner of the card and stood slightly sideways, showing off the ruching and beading on the side of her skirt and a bit more leg than was strictly proper, making a nice picture of the two of them standing with their arms outstretched, the playing card held between them.

Legendary Nick was standing with his back to the pair.  He finished an elaborate series of spins and twirls with his gun then spun around and shot in one motion.

The gunshot rang out, sounding as though it came from everywhere in the tent at once.  Then there was silence and the smell of cordite.  We all waited for the trick, but the only movement was from the volunteer, who fell backwards off stage, badly concealed by the great puffs of steam being produced by the pipe organ.  We all waited for the patter that would make the trick seem clever, or at least part of the act, but Cowboy Nick just stood there, staring at the steam swirling around his target, as if he couldn’t remember his next line.  

“I think he fainted,” Mrs. Albright whispered to me over Davy’s head, “unless that was part of the act.”

“I don’t think it was.”

Lovely Lucinda knelt in the smoke.  She didn’t say anything, and I couldn’t see her face through the colored steam.  I could hear feet shuffling around me.  Even Davy was starting to fidget when Cowboy Nick made a sound that could only be described as squealing like a schoolgirl, dropped his gun, and ran off stage, disappearing into the wings.  The tent was so small, we could all see the fabric on the side sway as he pushed the side of the tent up.  It didn’t pleat very high up, so he must have crawled out under the edge.  We all sat there, staring at the curtain where he had disappeared.  Some of the audience started to look around the tent as if they were expecting him to reappear behind some tent pole in a triumphant climax to the trick.  He didn’t.


Chapter 2

 

NOTHING HAPPENED until the boy from the entrance came up on stage and tapped Lovely Lucinda on the elbow.  There was a whispered conversation, with lots of pointing towards the fallen volunteer, then the boy ran down the aisle and out of the tent.  Lucinda came to the front of the stage and flourished her arms.  “I am sorry for the technical difficulty with the performance.”  Her voice echoed through the room even though it didn’t sound as though she was yelling.  “We will return your five tickets and offer you three more for the inconvenience.  Please give us a moment to organize, then proceed to the back exit to get your tickets.  First five rows may begin to line up now.”  Lovely Lucinda leapt off the stage and tripped up the aisle to the exit.  We gathered up our things and steered Davy towards the line.

“What do you think happened?” Davy asked.

Mrs. Albright tried to distract him.  “What would you like to do next?”

“Do you think that was what went wrong?  Something technical?  Maybe with the gun?”

“I’m sure that’s it.”  Mrs. Albright gave me a look.

So she didn’t think the man had fainted anymore, either.  I nodded.  “That must be it.”

Mrs. Albright nudged Davy forward, and we collected our tickets from Lucinda.

When we were back outside on the midway, Mrs. Albright kept Davy moving away from the tent.  “What shall we do with all these tickets?”

Davy looked around.  “Let’s try the Indian next.  You don’t think he’ll have technical problems, do you?”

Mrs. Albright steered him along.  “Of course not, dear.”

 

Redbird’s Genuine Indian Tricks was in the next tent over, which made sense, I supposed.  It had an equally anonymous poster outside, this time of an Indian riding a painted pony across the plains.  Inside, the setup was the same as the cowboy’s tent, only this time it was a teenaged girl in a brown satin dress collecting the tickets, and we managed to get seats in the third row.  Davy rocked back and forth in his seat, staring at the pole holding up the tent.

“Something bothering you, love?  Would you like something to eat?”

“No, Auntie, I’m fine.”  He was quiet for a minute, then he said, “Do you think that banker is?  Fine, I mean.”

“Banker?” she asked.

“The man from Cowboy Nick’s show.  He didn’t look all right.”

“I suppose he did look like a banker,” Mrs. Albright said.  She glanced at me but was saved from answering by the tent flap closing and leaving us in semidarkness again.

This time there was no Lovely Lucinda lighting lamps.  The girl with the tickets came on stage and dropped a match onto the pile of logs in the center.  There was a pause, the small squeak of a gas jet engaging, then the fire flared up towards the ceiling.  I glanced up to make sure nothing caught fire even though I knew it was part of the act.  The flames settled down to a normal level, and the girl left the stage.  I spotted her pushing a lever on what looked like a music box on her way down, and the tent was filled with a creaky rendition of “Home on the Range.”

Redbird stepped out from behind the curtain.  He was dressed in a slightly shabby suit and had an elaborate feather headdress on his blond head.  He pushed his horn-rim glasses up on his nose and held up his bow and arrows.  “I, Redbird, greet you, seekers of knowledge.”

No one answered back as they had with Cowboy Nick.

“Let us begin with the bow and arrow.  This is an ancient weapon which predates the settlement of the New World by several centuries.  Variations of this weapon have been found in archeological digs in...”

I could hear the audience shuffling around us, although Davy seemed somewhat interested in the history lesson.  At least I wouldn’t have to figure out how to tell him this was not a real Indian.

The lecture had moved away from general discussion and was focusing on the identification of specific arrowheads when the tent flap opened.  Redbird blinked into the light.  “Who’s interrupting my show?  Sorry, you’ll have to wait for the next—Oh, Mr. Kingston, it’s you.”

I turned to see whom he was talking to, along with half the audience.  There was a little man who I assumed was Kingston chasing after the last person I was expecting to see, Inspector Burrows of Scotland Yard, but there he was striding up the center aisle.

“I run a legitimate outfit.  It says, ‘Genuine Indian tricks.’  Nowhere does it say the Indian is real.  Not my fault my Indian was stolen.”

“I’m not interested in your Indian, Mr. Kingston.  It’s your cowboy I’m after.  Unless you think the same culprit stole your cowboy.”

“What would Cody want with him?”

“What?”

“Buffalo Bill.  What would he want with my cowboy?”

“That’s who stole your Indian?”

“That’s right.  Cody snatched him right out from under me.  Offered him more money.”

“Then I’m not interested in him, only in the one who shares a tent with Cowboy Nick.”  Inspector Burrows hopped up onto the stage with a bit more flourish than was strictly necessary, and I wondered if he was enjoying having an audience.  Every eye in the room turned to him, including Redbird’s, wondering if he was part of the act.    

“Forgive the interruption, ladies and gentlemen.  I will be needing to speak with Mr. Redbird and later with some of you.  Mr. Redbird, if you would be so kind.”

Someone in the crowd yelled, “You mean we have to sit here listening to you talk to him?”

Inspector Burrows turned.  “No, I’m afraid you cannot listen in on the questioning.  We’ll find someplace to hold you while you wait.”  He turned to Mr. Kingston.  “I assume there is somewhere suitable here?”

“You don’t need the Magnificent Malvolio, do you?”

“Was he in the cowboy tent?

“No.”

“And who does he share a room with?”

Kingston muttered something.

“Python?  Who is Mr. Python?”

“Not a who, a what,” mumbled Mr. Kingston.

“Speak up,” Inspector Burrows said.

“Python is the name of a five-foot-long grass snake in a twenty-five-foot-long box.”

“Then no, I will not need to speak to Mr. Malvolio or Mr. Python.  If you would please clear the tent.  But keep the group together so we can get names.”

Mr. Kingston was too nervous to notice that Inspector Burrows was smiling.  He scrambled to the front of the stage and burst out in his best ringmaster voice.  “Ladies and gentlemen, there has been a slight delay here.  If you would form an orderly line, I will personally escort you to the tent of the brilliant, the amazing, the Magnificent Malvolio, where you will see an exclusive performance of feats of magic that will astound and amaze you.  Normally this is a six-ticket attraction, but as an apology for this fiasco, it will be at no extra charge, and you will be refunded your tickets for this interrupted show.”

The audience didn’t know whether to be pleased by what was apparently a great deal or annoyed at having to move again.  Davy pulled on my sleeve.  “Didn’t Malvolio’s poster only say three tickets?”

I grinned.  “That’s what I saw.  Maybe it’s a special show.”

Davy looked unconvinced.  “I guess it’ll be interesting, even if it doesn’t have Indians.”

Mrs. Albright grabbed his hand.  “Coming, Cassie?”

“I’d like to see what Inspector Burrows is doing here.”

“All right.  We’ll find you near the food tents after the magic show.”  She steered Davy towards the exit.  If I hadn’t known better, I would have thought she was trying to get away before I changed my mind.

As I was edging up the aisle against the traffic going to see Magnificent Malvolio, I could see a pair of constables return with a table and chairs.  “Those’ll do.  Constable Jones, go get the names of anyone who was at the other show before they all disperse.  I am assuming most of them came here, and those should all be at this Malvolio’s tent.  Constable Lipson, see if you can find any other witnesses that weren’t here.  Try the other shows around Cowboy Nick’s tent.  And locate this Lucinda.”  Inspector Burrows seemed to be in a good mood, so I didn’t think he’d snap at me for interfering just for wanting a look.

“Right, sir.”  Constable Lipson moved down the aisle, pushing through the crowds.  Constable Jones went back on stage and disappeared into the wings.  I tried to figure out how to greet the inspector without looking as though I was interfering.

Inspector Burrows turned towards me before I could figure out how to gently make my presence known.  “Miss Pengear, we have to stop meeting like this.”

“Now, Inspector, I’m sure you find plenty of bodies without me around.”

“I’m sure I do, but you do turn up with alarming frequency.  Why are you here?”

“Mrs. Albright brought her nephew to see the shows and invited me.  Apparently being American means I can spot a genuine cowboy at fifty paces.  But why are you here?  Does that mean he is dead?  It looked like an accident.”

“You were at the cowboy show?”

“Davy loves westerns.”

Inspector Burrows sighed.  “He would.  But you saw what happened?”

“We were in the fourth row, so we had a good view, or as good as we could with all the smoke and steam.”

“Mr. Kingston said the organ was acting up.  But judging from the rest of the place, I’d say that was a fairly common occurrence.”

“We met a boy at the gate who thinks that Mr. Kingston believes he can fix anything when in reality he can’t hang a picture.”

“That would explain it.  Tell me exactly what you saw.” 

I could see Redbird watching us from the stage, and I wondered if he knew what all of this was about.  Come to think of it, I wasn’t even sure I knew what it was about.  “Lucinda came out and lit the lamps and showed off a bit, then Cowboy Nick came on stage.  He is American, by the way, but I doubt he’s been farther west than New York.  There was some patter; then he did some rope tricks, lassoing and then tying up an audience member.  He was actually pretty good.  Then there was some play with the guns, twirling them and drawing them, and then they picked another volunteer, and he and Lucinda were going to do a card trick.  They held the card out between them, and Nick was supposed to shoot it, only when he shot, the volunteer collapsed back into the smoke.  It almost looked like part of the trick except that Cowboy Nick looked shocked.  And then he screamed and ran into the wings and out of the tent.”

“Were there a lot of volunteers?”

I thought back.  “I don’t really know.  I was watching the stage.  Like I said, he really wasn’t bad.”

“And how was the volunteer chosen?”

“I don’t know that either.  The Lovely Lucinda went into the audience and came back with him.”

Inspector Burrows kept scribbling in his notebook.  “But they did ask for volunteers?”

“That’s right.  Both of them were sitting behind us, though.”

“So I should ask someone who was sitting behind you.”  He closed his notebook.  I was expecting him to tell me to run along and play nice somewhere, anywhere other than in the middle of his investigation, so I was surprised when he asked,  “Can you take dictation?”

“Of course.”  He hadn’t asked if I was good at it, after all.

“As well as you can swing on a trapeze, no doubt.  Well, I’ve sent all of my constables off to round up witnesses, so you’ll have to do.  Sit there, stay quiet, write what they say, and above all, don’t ask any questions of your own, all right?”

I was too stunned at being asked to help on a case to answer.  Inspector Burrows took the silence for a yes and pushed me in the direction of a small table and chair.   Judging by the streamers and diamond edging, they had been appropriated from one of the ticket vendors.  He put a notebook and three pencils down in front of me.

“Mr. Redbird, if you would join us?”

Mr. Redbird hopped off the stage and approached the table.  Inspector Burrows motioned for Mr. Redbird to sit across from him.

“If you would state both your real name and your stage name for the record.”

“Really, sir, I had no intention of deceiving anyone.  And everything here is a replica, nothing stolen or smuggled.  I made most of it myself, using the original techniques...”

“Names, please.”

“Joseph Cardinal and Joe Redbird on stage.”

“Any other stage names you’ve used in the past five years?”

“No, this is actually my first circus. Well, technically I believe it is a carnival since it has rides, although I wouldn’t personally ride any of them.  But I digress.  I was just thinking of it like play, you see, an actor, no harm meant.  I mean...”

“Very well, Mr. Cardinal, you share a wagon with Nicodemus Cullingsworth-Pepridge, known as Cowboy Nick Culpepper, is that correct?”

Mr. Cardinal looked surprised by the change of topic.  “That’s correct.”

“Do you know where he is now?”

“He should be on stage.  I’ve told Mr. Kingston he should alternate our shows, so someone can go straight from his to mine and vice versa since our audiences overlap so much, but he says he has crowd-control studies.  I think he’s too cheap to reprint the posters, myself.”

“Do you know where Mr. Culpepper might go if he isn’t on stage?”

“You checked our wagon?  Maybe the commissary, or the infirmary.”

“I’m thinking more along the lines of a hiding place.”

“Hiding place?  Why would he have a hiding place?  He’s not ten years old.”

“So nowhere you can think of where he would go to ground, as it were?”

“Why would he need to ‘go to ground,’ as you say?”

Inspector Burrows switched topics again.  “You said this was your first circus.  How did you become involved with the operation?”

“I’m studying the various tribes of the Plains region of the United States.  Well, as well as I can here in England.  I’ve been trying to earn enough money for the passage to America since I can’t find a university to sponsor me.  I had been interviewing Flyingcrow, the former occupant of this stage.  When he left, Mr. Kingston offered me a nice—well, decent, to be perfectly honest—a miserable salary and the chance to help spread my knowledge.  And miserable as it was, it was more than I was making at my studies, so I accepted.”  He leaned in.  “I’m getting the impression this is not a fraud investigation.”

“No, it’s not.  As you say, you were being paid to be an actor in a show. There’s nothing illegal about that.  We’re interested in Nicodemus Culpepper.”

“Why would the police be interested in Nick?  Is there an immigration problem with him performing or something?”

“So it would seem strange to you that we’re interested in him?  No drunken bar fights spring to mind, no upset paramours?”

“Nick is frankly boring.  And coming from me, that’s saying something.  There are plenty of people here that if the police started asking questions, I would assume drunk and disorderly or a fight, or for a couple of them even attempted robbery or assault.  But not Nick.  That’s why we room together.  I spend most of my time studying, he spends most of his time practicing his act.  He really takes that stuff seriously.”

“I see.”  Inspector Burrows closed his notebook.  I kept mine open.  I assumed that was a ploy, and he would still want my notes.  “There was an incident during his performance.  A man was shot.”

“Impossible.”

“Why do you say that?”

“I can’t believe it.  I mean, I know you wouldn’t be here if it wasn’t true, but Nick has so many safety precautions in place.  He really does take this show seriously, right down to the stage effects.  It drives him mad that the music is always off.”  Mr. Cardinal stopped speaking abruptly.

“You’ve thought of something?”

“I think I know where Nick might be hiding.”

“Can you show me?”

“Yes, I think so.  Come on.”


Chapter 3

 

INSPECTOR BURROWS and I followed Mr. Cardinal out of the tent and across to the area behind the midway.  As we passed the last of the performers’ tents, I felt a tug on my sleeve.  “Miss Pengear?”

I looked down and saw Davy following me.  “Does your Aunt Agnes know you’re here?”

He ignored my question.  “Do you know that policeman?  The one who thinks Cowboy Nick is a killer?”

So Mrs. Albright didn’t know where he was.  “Inspector Burrows?  Yes, I do.  And why do you think that’s why he’s here?”

Davy ignored my question again.  “Is he all right?”

“He’s a very good policeman.  Why?”

Davy started jerking his head to the side, and I realized he was signaling to someone behind the tents.  “This is my friend Art.”  I recognized him as the boy who had helped us with the ticket machine.  “He works for the carnival.  You remember, right?”

“Pleased to meet you again, Art.”

“He heard something, and he wants to know if he should go to the inspector with it.  I said you’d solved lots of murders, so you would know what he should do.”

“I wouldn’t say lots...”

“But more than he has,” Davy pointed out.

Art poked Davy in the back.  “Hey!”  

“Well, it’s true.”

I addressed Art.  “What did you hear?”

Art stopped looking offended and started looking important.  “I heard the dead man arguing with someone.”

I must have looked as interested as I was since both boys perked up at once. 

“It’s important, isn’t it?” Davy asked.

I knew I wouldn’t get any information like this out of Inspector Burrows.  “I’d need to hear a bit more to be sure.”

Art grinned.  “It was on the midway, this morning, near where it turns into souvenirs.  They were fighting.”

“When you say fighting, what do you mean?”

“I mean fighting.”

“But were they yelling?  Did it come to blows?”

Art scratched his foot in the dirt.  “No punches.  It wasn’t really yelling, either.  The dead guy was getting all worked up about something, and he said, ‘I didn’t know.  I just need a little more.’  Then the other fellow said, ‘All right, all right, I’ll ask Martha about it.  Will that shut you up?’ and the dead guy nodded, but I don’t think he liked that answer.”

“Why not?”

“He looked like he wanted to follow the guy and argue some more, but then he didn’t.”

“How do you know it was the dead guy?”

“It looked just like him.”

“I mean how do you know what the dead guy looks like?  Or that he was dead to begin with?”  

I could feel Davy trying to slink away from me, so I grabbed him by the shoulders and stared at him until he muttered, 

“We may have stumbled through the back of Cowboy Nick’s tent accidentally and caught a glimpse of him lying there.”

“And whatever they had covering him just happened to have been moved.  And you just happened to get lost on the way to Malvolio’s.”  How could I of all people fault them for a little curiosity at a crime scene?  I sighed and turned back to Art.  “Did you recognize the other man?”

“He’s not with the show, I’m certain.”

“What did he look like?”

“Kind of tall.  Big sideburns.”

“What color was his hair?”

“Kind of brown, could have been blond, or maybe...well...”

So it could have been black or grey or purple.  “What was he wearing?”

“Just a normal sort of coat.”

Not my best witness, but it was something.  “Would you recognize him if you saw him again?”

“I think so.”

“And do you know anyone named Martha?”

He shook his head.  “Everyone here has names like Malvolio and Cobra and Lucinda.  No Martha.”

Davy was grinning from ear to ear.  “This was important, wasn’t it?”

“Very important.  You need to tell Inspector Burrows about this.”

“He looks kind of busy now.”

I glanced over at him.  Mr. Cardinal was leading him towards a wagon behind the midway that I was pretty certain contained one of the steam engines powering the show.  That was probably where Nick was hiding.  If I sent Art over, Inspector Burrows would remember I was following and probably send me away before I could hear Cowboy Nick’s side of things.  “All right.  The policeman near the cowboy tent should know when a good time would be.”

“Right.  I‘ll ask him.”  Art paused.  “Do you want us to keep quiet about telling you?”

So he was sharp.  “You can say I sent you, if you’d like, but unless he asks, I wouldn’t tell him you told me the whole story.”

Art tapped the side of his nose.  “Right.  Come on, Davy.”

I grabbed Davy’s sleeve.  “No, Davy’s coming with me.  Your aunt’s probably frantic.”

“Go ahead,” Davy said.  “I think she’s going to investigate.”

Art looked tempted to stay, but I gave him my best schoolmarm glare until he nodded and ran off.  I kept a firm grip on Davy’s shoulder and followed Inspector Burrows and Mr. Cardinal to the wagon in the middle of the clear area behind the midway.  There were brass pipes poking out of the roof of the wagon, splitting and branching out over the top of the carnival carrying the steam that powered most of the effects in the acts and the games.  

Mr. Cardinal felt around on top of the door until he found the key.

“Very secure,” Inspector Burrows said.

Mr. Cardinal shrugged.  “Nothing valuable inside, really.  We lock it to keep the customers out more than anything.”  He unlocked the door, put the key back, and led us inside.

“You always put the key back?” Inspector Burrows asked.

“It locks from the inside, too, so someone has to be able to get in if there’s a problem with the boiler or the engine.”

The inside of the wagon had been plated in brass.  We stepped into a small compartment that had originally been used to hold luggage and was now where the tools were kept.  There was an opening into the center compartment of the car.  We could hear someone sobbing faintly inside, the sound echoing inside the room.  Inspector Burrows gave Mr. Cardinal a nudge.  “Do you want to go first?”

“And soften the blow?  All right.”  He stepped inside.  “Nick?  Someone here to see you.  Nick?”

Inspector Burrows followed Mr. Cardinal.  I considered staying in the entry with Davy, but he was already following Inspector Burrows.  Curious as ever, I supposed.

The center room was taken up with the steam engine, a huge brass boiler with pipes carrying the steam outside.  The boiler was surrounded by layers of what looked like quilt batting, keeping the heat in and making the compartment only slightly warmer than expected.  Mr. Cardinal led us around the boiler to a small alcove that contained the main valves and levers to control the flow of steam.

“Nick?  They just want to talk.  I know you couldn’t have...”

Cowboy Nick was bunched up in the corner, half under the desk where the engine keeper’s logs were kept.  He was still wearing most of his costume, including the hat, which was shoved back on his head and crushed up under the desk.  Inspector Burrows knelt down.  “Mr. Culpepper?  Could we go outside?  I need to ask you some questions.”

Nick turned in his corner.  “What kind of questions?”

“You know what happened?”

“Not really.  I’m always so careful.  But...he fell...”  Nick turned back towards the wall. 

“Let’s go outside, and you can tell me all about it.”

“And then you’ll arrest me.  You don’t understand.  I can’t be arrested for murder.  Dad teaches law in Boston.  My grandfather was a Boston cop.  If I’m arrested for murder, my family will, will kill me.”  He burst into tears again.

Davy leaned in.  “I don’t think he’s a real cowboy, is he?”

I smiled a little.  “Maybe not.”

“But he sure was a good fake one.  He didn’t kill that man, did he?  He wouldn’t use his sharp shootin’ for that.”

“I don’t know, Davy.”

“I do.  And you’ll know how to prove it.”  Clearly Mrs. Albright had been talking about the time I helped her. 

Mr. Cardinal knelt down next to Nick.  “Come on.  Let’s go outside.  You tell him the truth, and he’ll find out what really happened.  Isn’t that how it worked with your grandfather?”

“How he wanted it to work, but...”

“Now is Cowboy Nick going to sit here blubbering when one of his fans is watching?”

I gave Davy a poke in the back, and he ran forward in his full cute-boy act.  “I know you didn’t do it, Cowboy Nick.  And we’re going to find a way to prove that, just like they do in the Marvelous Mike and Spike books.”

Apparently the cute-boy act worked on cowboys as well as it worked on aunts.  “All right.  I’m coming.  Let me find my hat.”

“Try your head,” Mr. Cardinal suggested.

 

As we made our way back to Inspector Burrows’s temporary headquarters in Mr. Cardinal’s tent, Constable Jones caught up to us.  “Sir, I’ve compiled the list of names and Constable Lipson has started preliminary questioning.”

“Very good.”  Inspector Burrows was managing to be appreciative and dismissive at the same time.

“And I located a gentleman who was with the victim at the show.”

Nick made a strangled sort of sound like a sob.

“I’ve asked him to wait for you in... at your temporary desk.”  

“Thank you, Constable.  Excellent work.  Now would you take Mr.—” He glanced at Davy then at me.

“Hawkin,” I supplied.

“Mr. Hawkin back to meet with his party, a Mrs. Albright at Malvolio’s show.  I believe you’ve met her?”

“Miss Pengear’s landlady?  Yes, sir.”

“Mr. Culpepper, I think it would be best if I questioned you here.”

Nick made another sobbing sound but nodded.

Inspector Burrows sighed.  “Have you calmed down enough to answer questions reasonably?”

Nick looked down at his hands.  “I’m sorry about that, but you have to understand...”

Inspector Burrows cut him off before he could get started again.  “Now, the gun that you were using in your act, does it normally contain real bullets for this trick?”

“It never has real bullets in it, not for any of the tricks.  Always blanks.  It’s too dangerous otherwise.  If I’m off by even a fraction, I could hit someone in the audience.”

“Then why did it have real bullets today?”

“It shouldn’t have.  Even if the prop cupboard ran out when they were loading it, I have some in my wagon.  And even then, this is London, not some backwater.  We could have sent one of the roustabouts out to buy some if we needed to.”

“So who could have substituted them?”

“No one.  Jerry, Jerry Dalton, the prop man, checks the guns before the performance when he brings the supplies out.  I check them again when I load them backstage.  Then we put them out on the table at the back of the stage, and they stay there until Lucinda brings them over to me.”

“Could Mr. Dalton have slipped a bullet in?”

“No, not possible.  We look at the guns together and put them out together while the steam engine that runs the smoke effects is warming up.  They let the audience in almost as soon as we’re done, so there’s no way he could get back out there without being seen by the audience.  Not that he would anyway.”

“I’ll add that to the list of questions I ask the audience, then.  Now how was the trick supposed to work?”

“I ask for a volunteer from the audience.  Lucinda finds one and brings him up to the stage.  We give him the card, and he holds it up.  I do my patter about how good a shot I am, then I turn and fire at the card.  Then I run forward and grab the card before he gets a chance to look at it and flourish it around.  While I’m showing off, Lucinda is getting the right pre-shot one from under the table.  I pretend to hand her the card, and she pretends to take it and carries the shot one around for everyone to see while I get rid of the original one.”

“So it’s a magic trick.”

“It is.  Most of the stuff with audience volunteers is.  Mr. Kingston doesn’t want me shooting at civilians.”

“A very sensible attitude.”

“If you don’t mind my asking, you don’t sound like you’re going to arrest me.”

“Not at the moment, but I am going to have to ask that you not leave town for any reason and that you make yourself available for further questioning.”

“Of course, of course.”  Nick looked ready to promise anything to avoid the shame of arrest.

“All right.  I’m going to have more questions for you once I’ve investigated things more thoroughly.  Until then, you’re free to go.  Which is your wagon?”

“Second row, third down.”

“It looks like a prairie schooner,” Mr. Cardinal offered.

“The only one like that, I assume.  Very well, I’ll find you when I need you.”

Mr. Cardinal put his arm around Nick’s shoulders.  “Come on. Jerry always has a bottle hidden somewhere.  I think we could both use a drink.”

When Cowboy Nick and Joe Cardinal were out of hearing, Inspector Burrows asked me, “Did you notice anyone by the prop table before the performance?”

I shook my head.  “But I wasn’t really looking for that.  Davy was telling me about the tricks he was hoping to see, and Mrs. Albright was counting how many tickets we had left once Davy saw all the shows he was looking forward to.”

“And that’s how it will be for everyone.  No one thinks about it until they’re asked, and then who knows if what they remember is what they actually saw.  On to questioning the victim’s friend, I suppose.”  He looked around and realized he’d sent his constable away again.  “I’m stuck with you, aren’t I?”

“Unless you want to take your own notes, but then you couldn’t do your little shut-the-notebook-this-is-just-between-us trick.”

“Come along, then.”


Chapter 4

 

I FOLLOWED Inspector Burrows into Mr. Cardinal’s tent.  There were two men waiting for him.  I recognized the one closest to the entrance as Dr. Greer, the medical examiner.  He looked up when we came in and nodded a greeting.

“We’re taking the victim away now.  I just wanted to let you know it was the shot that killed him.”

Inspector Burrows nodded.  “And have we identified him yet?”

Dr. Greer pointed to the man sitting at the table.  “He was with him.  His name is Harris.  The victim was Josiah Spalding.  I’ll drop by your office when I have more information.”

I could feel Inspector Burrows perk up when he heard the name Josiah Spalding.  Clearly it meant something to him.  But before I could ask him, he had crossed to the table and sat across from Mr. Harris.  I took the seat slightly behind them and picked up the notebook that had been left there.

“Mr. Harris, correct?”

“That’s right.”

“You were here with the victim.  Were you friends?”

“Coworkers, associates really.  We both worked at the Montwell Bank.”

Now Inspector Burrows was really interested; I could tell by the way he leaned in, trying to catch every detail.  “I’m sorry for your loss.”

“Poor old Spalding.  That man had the worst luck ever.”

“You don’t seem very upset.”

“We were just business acquaintances.  This was supposed to be a treat for our branch having the second-highest rate of new business accounts.  First place got to go to Paris.”

“What did you mean about his bad luck?”

“Let’s see, his first wife left him for another man, the first bank he managed was robbed two weeks after he took over, the first airship he took crashed on the way to Paris, the first...”

“I see,” Inspector Burrows cut him off.  “So this was most likely an accident, you think?”

“That’s right. What else could it be?”

“Well, who would have reason to kill him?”

“No one that I can think of.”

“The first wife?”

“No, she’s in America now, Chicago I think.”

“The first bank?”

“Why would anyone from there be after him?”

“I have to leave my options open.”

“I suppose you do.  I don’t know of anyone, but it was the Crilston Bank in Goston.  It’s near Newcastle, I think.”

“I see, I see.”  Furious scribbling followed.  “And the airship?”

“The Iron Dove.  He joked about the name before he got on.”

“I see.”  But Inspector Burrows didn’t write that down.  “And is there anything else that you can think of that might be helpful?”

“‘Fraid not.  He was a nice guy, decent boss.  Probably brought most of his trouble down on himself.”

Inspector Burrows didn’t look up.  “How do you mean?”

“Well, his problems begin and end at the whist table.  Or the roulette wheel.  Or the racetrack.  Or the poker table.  Or which wall of paint will dry faster in a room.”

“So he was a gambler?”

“Would bet on anything where there was some uncertainty.  He would swear he was stopping, then take it up again.  I think he was looking for something to bet on here.  He got all twitchy when we started past the midway, and he disappeared for about ten minutes while we were getting in line and wouldn’t say where he’d been.”

“Did he win?”

“Every so often.  He’d win £100, but lose £200 getting it, if you see what I mean.”

“I do.  And how are the bank’s finances?”

“Really, sir, I said he was a good man.  Our finances are in excellent condition.  There’s no evidence anywhere of fraud or embezzlement.”

“I didn’t say there was, but I do have to ask.  What about his personal finances?”

Mr. Harris calmed down.  “I wouldn’t know.  He did his banking through our bank, so I’m sure you can get the information through the proper channels.”

“And I will.  Now, if you wouldn’t mind, I would like you to show me what was involved in this trick.”

“Certainly.  Who am I playing?”

“Mr. Spalding, if you don’t mind.  Miss Pengear will be the Lovely Lucinda.  Will this stage do?”

“I think so.”

“Excellent. Then the two of you were sitting where?”

“Towards the back.”

“If you would...”

Mr. Harris got up and sat in the second row from the back.

“Now Lucinda came down the aisle, and what did Mr. Spalding do?  Raise his hand?  Stand up?”

“Oh no, I think he thought the whole thing was silly.  He was kind of hunched down in his seat, like he didn’t want to be seen.  I told him that was the wrong way to go about it; they always take the one that doesn’t want to be picked so they can have a good laugh.  Then she came down the aisle, looking at everyone, and grabbed his arm.”

“Miss Pengear?”

I walked down the aisle, looking from side to side at the empty seats; then I stopped by his row and grabbed Mr. Harris’s shoulder.  “Like this?”

“No, she had a pretty good grip on his forearm.”

I shifted my hand.

“That’s right.  She just stood there smiling at him while he said he didn’t want to go, and I kind of nudged him.  I mean, it’s better to just take the medicine, as it were.  So he went up with her.”  Mr. Harris stood up, and I led him up the aisle and on stage.  “Then there was some patter, and she gave him a playing card.”

I went to the edge of the stage and waited for Inspector Burrows to give me one of his calling cards, which seemed to be the closest thing to a playing card he had.  We arranged ourselves as they had been on the stage.

“And the cowboy shot the gun, and Spalding fell backwards.  You don’t want me to do that, do you?”

“No, I get the general impression.  And what did you think when it happened?”

“That the poor fellow fainted.  I mean, the gun was loud, and with all the steam on the stage, it was hard to tell what was going on.”

“When did you know it was worse than that?”

“When your man started asking if anyone knew the volunteer, I knew something had gone wrong.”

“Not when you were ushered out?”

“No, I thought they were calling a doctor or something.  Maybe he’d hit his head and there was blood they didn’t want the audience to see.”

“And what do you think the explanation is?”

“It’s an accident, isn’t it?  Something wrong with the gun, I would expect.”

“I think that’s everything.  Did you leave your address with Constable Jones?  Then you can leave.  Thank you for your help.”

When Mr. Harris was gone, Inspector Burrows started to look through his notes.  I stayed put.  It took him five pages to realize I was still there.  “Thank you for your help, Miss Pengear, but you’re free to go, too.  By which I mean the door is that way.  Or tent flap, I suppose.”

I didn’t take the hint.  “Are you going to tell me why you’re here in the first place?”

He studied his notes with a bit too much intensity.  “Whatever do you mean?”

“This looked like an accident when it happened.  Someone put out the wrong gun or put the wrong bullets in the right gun.  And yet Scotland Yard sent over a detective before anyone even knew who the victim was.  If you don’t want me asking questions, then you have to answer the most curious ones, at least.”

Inspector Burrows sighed.  “If it were anyone else... but then, if it were anyone else, they wouldn’t be pestering me like this.”

“I’d hardly call this pestering.”

“I suppose for you it isn’t.  All right.  There has been some money from a bank robbery showing up in circulation around here.  The team investigating it thinks it came from the carnival, but they don’t have any proof, so there’s only so much they can do.  When they heard about the shooting—and yes, one of them was here when it happened, so we found out about it fast—they asked the Yard if they could send someone down to look into it, and if we happened to see something about the missing money while we were at it, it would give them a direction to look.  All right?”

I thought back to Mr. Harris’s statement.  “It wasn’t the Crilston Bank in Goston that the money came from, was it?”

He glared at me.

“It was.  That’s why you got so interested when he mentioned the victim’s name.  Do you think it’s connected?”

“It’s a coincidence.  And it gives me an excuse to poke around a little.”

“But can you connect Cowboy Nick to the robbery?”

“Miss Pengear, we have no proof that the robbery and the murder are connected.”

“So you can’t.  Quite a coincidence if they aren’t, and I thought detectives didn’t believe in coincidences.”

“We believe in them, we’re just suspicious of them.  And you have to admit you saw him shoot the victim.  That should be compelling evidence.”

“And why do they think the carnival is involved?”

Inspector Burrows went back to his notes.

I tried to think logically.  What would convince Scotland Yard this was the source of stolen money?  “There was a carnival involved in the robbery, wasn’t there?”

“A circus, actually.  And no connection was ever uncovered.”

“So are you treating it as an accident or a murder?”

Inspector Burrows looked up at me.  “The man was shot with real bullets from a gun that had no business having bullets in it.  He ran a large bank.  He’d been a manager at a bank that was robbed five years ago.  Money from that robbery is turning up here.  Until I see otherwise, this is an investigation into a suspicious death.”

“That’s a nonanswer.”

“We don’t have enough facts.”

“So Nick Culpepper is still a suspect.”

“There’s no question he shot Mr. Spalding.  The only question is why.”  He reached for the notebook he’d given me.  “Now, you were a great help with the dictation, but please, go home and let me investigate this.”

I pulled the notes away and hid them behind my back.  “You do need these typed up, don’t you?  I’ll bring them home and take care of it.”

Inspector Burrows studied my face.  I plastered on my best innocent smile.  He finally gave in.

“All right.  Drop them by in the morning, and I’ll make sure a payment slip gets submitted for you tonight.  But just type them up.  Whatever ulterior motive you have, forget it.”

“Now, Inspector, you don’t really think...”

“Yes, I do.”

“Scotland Yard pays well and on time.  Of course I’m going to want the typing job.  Besides, I can read my own handwriting better than anyone else.”

“And your made-up shorthand, no doubt.  I already said yes.  Now round up that landlady of yours and her nephew, and go home.  Would you like me to call you a cab?  The boy’s probably dead on his feet, or will be once he’s away from the midway excitement.”

I had been planning to say no out of habit, but he was right.  “Mrs. Albright would probably appreciate it.”

“Constable Lipson, escort this lady and her friends to the main gate and put them all in a cab.  Charge it to expenses; I’m approving it.”

“Right, sir.”

So he really wanted to be rid of me.  I wondered what line of inquiry he’d be following.  

 

Constable Lipson and I found Davy and Mrs. Albright near the cotton candy machine.  Davy protested leaving, but his mouth was full of spun sugar, so we pretended we didn’t understand him and steered him towards the front entrance.

As we got into the cab, he managed to mumble, “But I’m not tired.”

He was asleep before the sound of the steam calliope had faded into the distance.

 

~ * ~ * ~

 

Back home at Paddington Street, Mrs. Albright carried Davy into her flat.  I followed with the various parcels they’d managed to acquire while I’d been helping Inspector Burrows.  “Did he win all of these?” I whispered.

“That boy we saw at the ticket machine was telling him all the tricks,” she whispered back as she unlaced Davy’s shoes.  “I suppose it’s fair since they weren’t exactly playing by their own rules anyway.”

I tucked Davy’s new bear into bed next to him and spread the rest of his souvenirs out on the nightstand.  The nightstand was already covered with advertising fliers, all showing cowboys and carnivals.  One name caught my eye.  “Buffalo Bill Cody’s Wild West Show.”  I slid the page out.  Limited engagement starting next week at Earls Court.  “I wonder when they start setting up for these shows.”

Mrs. Albright glanced over.  “Davy wanted me to go walking there yesterday, so they must have already arrived.”

I slid the flier back into place and followed Mrs. Albright into the parlor.

“Would you like some tea, dear?”

“No, I have to start typing up Inspector Burrows’s notes.”  The sooner they were done, the sooner I could go to Scotland Yard to drop them off.


Chapter 5

 

THE NEXT MORNING, I waited until I thought the first wave of clerks and shopgirls had made their way to work then took the underground to Scotland Yard.  Inspector Burrows had left my name at reception, so I was able to show my file of typed pages and go straight up to his office.

Inspector Burrows was already at his desk when I brought the transcripts to him.  “Why am I not surprised to see you this early?  I take it those are for me.”

I held up the folder.  “I put each session in its own group, so you can file them however you like.”  I opened the folder and spread the papers out on his desk to show him what I meant.  At least that was what I wanted him to think I was doing.  As I leaned over to point to the headers, I scanned the papers already on his desk.

“I think I can figure out that the name is at the top, Miss Pengear.  I am a detective.”  Inspector Burrows was smiling as he said it, so I hadn’t gotten on his bad side yet.

“I just wanted to be sure my system was clear.”

“So you had absolutely no interest in the Montwell Bank’s financial records, then.”

That seemed awfully fast, even for Scotland Yard.  “Is there anything in them I should be interested in?”

“No, since you’re not investigating anything.”  But he took pity on me.  “And no because there’s nothing there.  This is a very preliminary report, of course, but there’s nothing in it to suggest any kind of embezzlement, misappropriation of funds, lying, scheming, or other skullduggery.  If Spalding was stealing money to support his gambling, it wasn’t from his own bank, at least not as far as I can tell.  If it seems like a viable path to investigate, I’ll get someone with an accounting background to look these over.  Otherwise, a dead end.”

“So that’s why you were willing to tell me about it.”

“I don’t want to be called to the Montwell Bank because there’s a suspicious young lady asking very unusual questions and pestering the tellers.”

“I never pester, at least not without a good cause.  If the transcripts are satisfactory, then have a nice day.”

As I turned to the door, Inspector Burrows said, “Whatever you’re planning, don’t do it.  Leave this one to me.”

“What makes you think I’m planning anything?”

“You almost walked out of here without your pay slip.”

I had been so busy trying not to look suspicious, I had done just that.  I turned back and took the slip of paper.  “Thanks.”

 

~ * ~ * ~

 

Once I had put the pay slip through the accounting machine, counted the money it deposited, brought the whole thing to the bored clerk at the accounting desk, and had been promised the balance of my money would be on its way in the next two to ten weeks, I hailed a cab and set out for the Smithfield fairgrounds and Kingston Carnival.

After my adventures in the Scotland Yard accounting department, I’d had more than enough of automated money machines, and besides, I wasn’t planning on seeing any shows, so I walked past the ticket machines and headed into the carnival.  

As I passed through the gate, I heard, 

“Miss Pengear.”  It was not a cheerful greeting.

“Inspector Burrows, how nice to see you.”  I’d been hoping to get here before him, but that ridiculous accounting department payment machine had interfered.  Although he still would have to have left almost directly after I saw him.  “You read through my notes that quickly?”

“After our meeting, I had a feeling you’d be down here, so I thought I’d better come down myself and see what trouble you’d get into.”

I did my best to look offended.  “Trouble?  Inspector Burrows, I’m shocked.  You know Davy’s only here for a few weeks.  Mrs. Albright promised to get some me some fair food yesterday, but we were rather rudely interrupted by your investigation.  I decided to come back and get myself something sweet and fried.”

“Mrs. Albright didn’t mention you when I saw her.”

So Davy had convinced her to come back.  “She probably wanted to save the surprise.”

“Then I won’t be seeing you near Cowboy Nick’s tent.  Unless you’re going to see any of the other shows?”

“Let’s see, at the first show I saw, the volunteer was killed.  The second was raided by the police.  I think I’m done with shows for now; I don’t want to see what happens at the third.  Mrs. Albright promised me something fried.  I think I’ll stick with food.”

“Well, food poisoning isn’t on my beat, but if you smell bitter almonds...”

I swatted at him with my handbag.

“I just wanted a fair warning.  Enjoy your day.”

From his tone, I didn’t think Inspector Burrows believed me at all, but he walked off towards Nick’s tent.  It wouldn’t do for me to return to the crime scene that soon, but the food stalls were in the same general direction, so I set off for them.  If I was lucky, maybe I would stumble into whatever Inspector Burrows was investigating.

As I passed the back of the entrance tent, I heard someone calling, “Miss?  Miss?”

I turned and saw Art, the boy from the ticket machine.  “Hello.”

“Davy with you?”

“No, I came by myself.” 

“So you’re investigating just like Davy said you would.”

“Like Davy said I would?”

Art nodded.  “He said you were going to prove Nick’s innocent; that’s why he had me tell you about the fight I saw.”

I grabbed Art’s arm.  “Did you talk to Inspector Burrows yesterday?”

“No, miss.  He wasn’t there when I went back, and that constable
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