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Preface

Lerone Bennett Jr.
While researching and writing history books, I relax by reading murder mysteries, which keep the pot of my mind simmering and which remind me of what sleuth Larry Cole called real history. During these periods, and the periods in between, I read all of the great masters of the craft, Christie, Allingham, James, Hugh Holton, Chandler . . . Wait a minute! Back up! Hugh Holton?
Yes, Hugh Holton, Chicago police captain and creator of Deputy Police Chief Larry Cole, and also Chester Himes, Walter Mosley, Grace Edwards, and other African-American masters who have not received proper recognition for their contribution to this genre. Within recent years, primarily because of the Freedom Movement, which changed the color of almost everything, including the color of some police chiefs, writers like Mosley, Eleanor Bland, and my colleague Chris Benson are reaching a wider audience. They are also reminding us that mystery writers from Sir Arthur Conan Doyle to Dame Agatha Christie assumed a natural order in which all police chiefs and police captains were White. But that’s another story or rather another part of the same story, for there is still a tendency to relegate African-American writers to a lower order of the realm.
This anthology warns against that conceit and invites us to a reevaluation of major and neglected talents who added multiple dimensions, including the why-dunit and the race-dunit, to the traditional and limited whodunit.
Hugh Holton is particularly relevant in this connection, because he spoke not from the library but from the precinct. A full-time police officer and the highest-ranking police officer writing mystery stories at the time, he provided a new perspective and spoke to us from a fully realized world that included murderers living in penthouses and murderers stalking the street.
I don’t think there is a finer rendition anywhere of urban police and detective rituals than in Holton’s novels. Nor, I think, is there a finer rendition of the structures of crimes that create drug addicts, criminals, and crime-fighters the same way Detroit assembly lines turn out cars. Where else can we find a Martin Luther King Jr. march (in his novel Criminal Element) defining and anticipating the paths of a rogue cop or a more perfectly drawn portrait, in a crime scene setting, of a Black man rising from the cotton fields to Congress. But I don’t want to make this too heavy. For Captain Hugh Holton didn’t write essays; he wrote mystery stories that included structure, atmosphere, layers, the whole, because he knew that a good mystery story, like any other piece of art, is a world that includes, at least by implication, everything. More than this, Hugh Holton knew that his task was not to preach or teach but to show the world and to make us freely re-create it and assume responsibility for it.
I have always preferred the traditional whodunit that gives you the clues and challenges you to identify the murderer. It can be said that Holton’s art is greater than that, for he tells you who the murderer is and how he did it and then makes you sit on the edge of your seat as layer after layer of explosions and revelations hold you enthralled until the last page.
On this level, and on others as well, Captain Hugh Holton was a rare talent who bore witness to a world that most of us deny but that none of us can ignore without diminishing art and freedom. In addition to all that, Holton, like Himes, the progenitor of the African-American police procedural, Mosely, and other writers featured in this anthology, was a great storyteller who increased our understanding of Black, White, and Brown humanity.

Acknowledgments
I did not become a mystery writer because I was a longtime fan. I discovered detective fiction in 1988, about two years before I began writing the Marti MacAlister mystery series. The only other African-American mystery writers I was aware of at that time were Chester Himes and Walter Mosley, neither of whom I had read. I had no idea of the long and significant history of African-Americans in this genre. I am deeply indebted to Frankie Y. Bailey and Out of the Woodpile: Black Characters in Crime and Detective Fiction for what I know now that I didn’t know then.
I had read The Conjure Man Dies: A Mystery of Dark Harlem, written by Rudolph Fisher and published in 1932, but I did not know that prior to that, W. Adolph Roberts had published several mystery novels, including The Haunting Hand in 1926. Native Son, by Richard Wright, published in 1940, continues to be a major influence in my writing, but as a woman writer I did not know that in 1900, Pauline Hopkins published the short story “Talma Gordon,” a locked door mystery, in Colored American Magazine. Nor did I know that by 1907 short stories were being published by J. E. Bruce, or that other early African-American writers of mystery fiction include Alice Dunbar-Nelson, John A. Williams, and Sam Greenlee.
There is a rich tradition of African-Americans who wrote cozies and thrillers and every other mystery subgenre. Although not all of these writers had Black protagonists, those who did included the social and political issues of their time. They added a significant dimension to our rich and varied literary tradition. We are all deeply indebted to them as well as enriched by them.
In keeping with our literary traditions, history, and heritage, this smorgasbord of short stories includes writers whose work you know and love, writers who are published in other genres, and a few writers who are being published here for the first time. Their stories vary from cozy to suspense; their protagonists vary in age from young adult to senior citizen and include a wide variety of sleuths as well as varied locales. Alternative viewpoints on social and political issues, our own unique perspective of the world we live in, and even an element of fantasy and science fiction are included. In short, we have brought to this work what is representative of who we are as writers, and as African-American writers.

INTRODUCTION: WHAT A DIFFERENCE A DECADE MAKES

Eleanor Taylor Bland
In 1992, Gar Anthony Haywood and Walter Mosley were the only two African-Americans publishing mystery novels. Percy Spurlark Parker, who published a mystery novel in 1974, was publishing short stories.
Before that year was over, Barbara Neely and I published our first mysteries. Four years later, in 1996 fifteen of us gathered at the University of Minnesota in St. Paul-Minneapolis, at the invitation of Archie Givens Jr., to attend a three-day Black Mystery Writer’s Symposium in conjunction with Bouchercon XXVII. Today we have approximately forty-six African-Americans who have published mysteries. And, I hope, we’re still counting.
In my opinion, the most significant contribution we have made, collectively, to mystery fiction, is the development of the extended family; the permanence of spouses and significant others, most of whom don’t die in the first three chapters or by the end of the novel; children who are complex, wanted, and loved; and even pets. We have brought our mothers and fathers, or grandparents, and other relatives and friends to our work in a unique—often humorous, frequently reverent, and sometimes brutally honest—tribute to who they are, all they have survived, and what they have given. As writers of fiction we have added a new depth and dimension to members of the opposite sex. Women write about caring and compassionate men who are also strong and self-sufficient. Men write about women who are independent and intelligent and also affectionate, giving, and accurately strong.
We write about sleuths who are gumshoes—both hard core and relatively benevolent private investigators—police officers, former police officers, FBI agents, attorneys, forensic scientists, domestic workers, bail bondsmen, doctors, a drug addict, an ex-convict, journalists, historians, educators, political and community activists, concerned citizens, and citizens trying to mind their own business.
We write about things common to everyone, and things uniquely our own, such as ’50s doo-wop music groups; life in Los Angeles in the ’50s and ’60s as well as the present; blues from the 1960s to the new millennium; lynching and the death penalty from 1912 to 1922; the Underground Railroad; and Black genealogy. References to religion and a religious context to right and wrong are not unusual. Problems of color, what shade of Black you are, is also referenced. We give visibility, context, and dimension to issues, dilemmas, and society that are often invisible to others.
We write about familiar places like L.A., Boston, Baltimore, Philly, New Orleans, Northern California, Colorado, Maine, Missouri, and Virginia, as well as less familiar, more stereotypical places like Newark, Harlem, Detroit, Chicago, and Washington, D.C., small towns in particular and the South in general, from our own unique perspectives.
I have withheld the identity of the authors of these works, because I am hoping that you will go to your independent booksellers, libraries, chain stores and—based on your own interests and curiosity—find out who these authors are. I am also hoping that such forays will open up to you the entire, exciting world of African-American Mystery Fiction. Keep reading . . .

SINCE YOU WENT AWAY

Frankie Y. Bailey
John Quinn set the take-out bag he was carrying on the kitchen table. “Have you considered giving it a decent burial?”
“It’s not dead,” Lizzie Stuart said, not looking up from the drooping, yellow-leaved plant she was trying to extract from its pot. “It’s just sick . . . I gave it too much water, and it needs more sunshine . . . and more room to spread its roots.”
“Or you could just buy another plant,” Quinn said, his silver gray eyes reflecting his amusement. He held out the card in his hand. “Before I forget again . . . I got this in the mail last week. This isn’t something we want to do, right?”
Lizzie glanced up from her task. “What isn’t?”
“This.” Quinn held the card closer. “A fund-raiser. A murder mystery evening aboard a train.”
Lizzie shook her head. Her gaze returned to the plant. She eased it up and toward the larger red pot. “I don’t think so, Quinn. I don’t think that I could get into the spirit of trying to solve a pretend murder for the fun of it.”
“I’ll send them a donation.”
“Definitely a better idea. If we went . . .” Lower lip clasped between her teeth, she settled the plant into its new pot. “Before the night was over, a real corpse would probably turn up.”
Quinn laughed. “I think we’d be safe on that count, Lizabeth. The homicide rate aboard trains is quite low.”
Lizzie nodded toward the plastic bag of potting soil. “Would you pour that, please, while I hold it up? And for your information, my grandfather had a murder aboard one of his trains.”
Quinn tilted the bag, distributing the soil around the plant. “Really?” he said.
“Yes, really. Paper towels, please.”
He set the bag down, tore off a handful of towels from the roll, and passed them to her. “You were saying.”
Lizzie brushed the loose soil from the counter into the trash bin. “It isn’t really a date-night story, Quinn.”
“Tell me anyway.”
“I’m starving. What’d you bring?”
“Chinese. Shrimp and cashews. Chicken and vegetables.”
“Let me wash my hands, and I’ll get the plates. Do you want wine? Or there are a couple of bottles of beer in the refrigerator.”
“Beer’s fine.” He opened the refrigerator and took out a bottle. “Tell me the story about the murder.”
Lizzie set the plates on the table. “All right, Chief Quinn. If you insist. But don’t blame me if this little tale casts a blight over our romantic evening.”
“I think our romantic evening can survive, Professor Stuart.”
Lizzie spooned rice onto her plate and reached for the shrimp and cashews. “I didn’t have lunch,” she said. “This happened in March 1946, shortly after the end of World War II. The demobilization of the troops was still going on, but civilians were traveling again, and things were beginning to get back to normal. This particular train was en route from New Orleans to Chicago, but it had stopped at the station in Lexington to pick up passengers. My grandfather was waiting by the steps of his sleeping car to greet the new arrivals when he heard his name called . . .” “Good evening, Mr. Walter Lee Stuart.”
Walter Lee turned at the sound of the husky voice. He grinned, his white teeth flashing in his ebony face. “Good evening to you, Miss Peaches,” he said, tipping his cap to the tall, reed-thin woman in the coral suit and matching high heels. “How’s life been treating you?”
Miss Peaches smiled and brushed back her shoulder-length hair with her free hand. “Never better, Mr. Stuart, never better. Congratulations on your news!”
Walter Lee shook his head. “Now, how did you hear about that? I just heard it a couple of days ago myself.”
Miss Peaches tilted her head. “I know things, Mr. Stuart. You give your wife Miss Peaches’ best, you hear?”
Now, he wasn’t likely to do that, Walter Lee thought. In her “delicate condition,” Hester Rose wasn’t up to receiving a message from Miss Peaches.
He watched as Miss Peaches sauntered over to the train window that one of the hooting, grinning soldiers had lowered. She reached into her basket and handed the soldier and his friends pieces of her homemade gingerbread. Miss Peaches’ own personal contribution to the war effort for the past few years, and now to the demobilization.
“Hey, Miss Ginger Peaches,” one of them called to her, using the name she was sometimes known by. “That’s who you are, ain’t it?”
“That’s me, honeychile. None other.”
A woman, white and proper, glanced in Miss Peaches’ direction, looked startled, and veered away from her. The woman almost trotted toward Walter Lee. Running for safety? “I believe I’m in this car,” she said, in a voice that was more pleasant than he had expected.
He glanced at her ticket. “Yes, ma’am, the conductor will be through to collect your ticket later. I’ll show you to your room.”
“I can find it, thank you.”
She hurried up the steps, gone before he could speak. He was about to follow her to make sure she did find the right room, when Zach Garfield popped out onto the platform.
Zach glanced over at Miss Peaches. “Lord, look at that.”
Walter Lee said, “Miss Peaches looks real nice this evening. Real spring-like.”
“Spring-like! That he-she makes me wants to puke.”
“Live and let live, young Zachary. And hadn’t you better get yourself back to the kitchen? You know you ain’t supposed to be out here.”
“I needed some fresh air,” Zach said. “Not that I’m getting any with that going on over there. I thought they had laws—”
“They do have laws,” Walter Lee said. “But Miss Peaches don’t hurt nobody. She works as an orderly at a hospital during the week. Been working there since she was a teenager. If she wants to dress up on Saturday—”
“Hey, Walter Lee.” The hail came from Marvin, one of the redcaps. He was pushing a cart containing several suitcases. “This lady’s in your coach.”
Changing his expression to eagerness to be of service, Walter Lee moved to welcome the woman. He was caught off guard by the slow, lazy smile that she gave him. He touched his fingers to his cap.
“Yes, ma’am, let me show you to your accommodations.”
She adjusted the little black hat that set atop her own shimmering blonde hair and pulled the fur collar of her jacket a bit higher against the nip in the evening air. “I’m meeting someone,” she said. “My friend. But I’m running late, and I’m sure by now he must have just about given up on me.”
Her voice still had more than a trace of Kentucky backwoods. Not as citified as she’d like people to think with that outfit, Walter Lee thought.
“I don’t think he would have given up on you, ma’am,” he said. “So far, only two gentlemen traveling alone come aboard my car at this station. One of them was a major, and he—”
“No, that couldn’t be him.” Something had flickered in her eyes, was covered up with a smile. “My friend Johnny wasn’t in the Army. Flat feet.”
From the corner of his eye, Walter Lee saw Zach Garfield make a movement. Zach had been 4-F too. Bad knees.
No shame in that. But it was no use trying to tell the boy that.
“Well, why don’t I show you aboard, ma’am,” Walter Lee said. “We have a few more minutes before—”
“Ruby, baby, there you are!” A man darted through the crowd. In his late twenties or early thirties and chubby, already balding, he reached out to stroke her arm. “I was afraid you were going to miss the train, honey.”
She smiled at him. “So was I. But here I am.”
Walter Lee said, “Ma’am, sir, if you’d care to board . . .”
The man signaled to his own redcap. “Get the bags on board, boy.”
“If you and the lady will go on ahead, sir,” Walter Lee said. “We’ll be right behind you.”
The woman linked her arm with the man’s. “First-class service all the way, Johnny. Just like you said.”
“Nothing’s too good for you, Ruby, baby.”
His eyes still eating Ruby up, Johnny started up the steps and almost bumped into Zach, still standing there. “Watch out, boy!”
That temper that Walter Lee had warned him about showed for a second on Zach’s face, but he held his tongue. “Yes, suh,” he said, stepping back and to the side.
“Please, pardon us,” the woman said, sending her smile in Zach’s direction.
He stood there, staring at her.
The man looked from one of them to the other. His face flushed red. “I said, watch yourself, boy. Come on, Ruby, honey.”
“Anything you say, Johnny,” the woman said, her voice amused.
She was teasing old Johnny some, Walter Lee thought. Except he was too busy pushing his chest out and playing big man to notice.
As he followed the couple on board, Walter Lee shot Zach a look. He liked the boy, but he had no patience with his manner. Zach might think he was better than his kitchen job and the white folks who thought colored men weren’t fit for nothing but to serve them. But as long as he was wearing the uniform, he might try to do what he was being paid to do.
Not that Zach was likely to be around much longer. The way he was going, he was gonna get himself fired as soon as a passenger complained or one of the spotters the company put on board wrote him up.
“Yes, sir,” Walter Lee said as he opened the door of the first room. “Here we are. And ma’am, you’re right in here.”
“Oh, Johnny,” Ruby said, hugging his arm. “You really know how to treat a girl right.”
“This is just the beginning, honey,” Johnny said, sticking out his chest some more. “Just the beginning.”
“Let me show you how everything works, ma’am and sir,” Walter Lee said.
When he had gotten them settled, he went back to check on the other passengers who had come aboard at this station. The widow—a pretty girl, in her twenties, looking like she was weighed down by her grief. Well, that was to be expected when her soldier husband’s casket was up there in the baggage car. She had her son with her. But the boy looked like he was more than she could handle. Couldn’t be more than six or seven, and not likely to pay attention to his mama telling him to behave himself.
There was a minister and his wife in the room next to them. The flashy kind of slick-as-grease minister who preached hell and brimstone from his pulpit—and could probably shoot crap and drink moonshine with the best of them. Odd that him and that little whey-faced wife of his would be traveling first-class. Probably traveling on money they borrowed from the collection plate.
But the other passengers who had gotten on didn’t look like they’d be any trouble. The major was still in his uniform, not long back from the front, judging by the look of him. His hands still trembling a little. Still limping.
The spinster schoolteacher who had given Miss Peaches that look was in the room next to him. At least, that was what Walter Lee had decided she was—a schoolteacher. Her brown hair pulled back in a bun and glasses perched on her nose. Wearing a plain brown dress that covered her body—and that was about all that could be said for it. It was a shame when a woman who could have done something with herself just gave up like that.
’Course they did say that there was a man shortage now because of the war. That would explain why a beautiful woman like that Ruby was settling for old Johnny. Probably making do with him until he got her to Chicago where she could do better.
Walter Lee paused as he passed the open door of the room on the end. The young man inside was on the floor on his hands and knees peering at something.
“Anything I can help you with, sir?”
The young man—rounded face and rosy-cheeked—sprang to his feet. “No, thank you. I was examining the room’s design. It’s very efficient. Good use of space.”
Walter Lee nodded. “The company would be pleased to hear you say that, sir. Sure there’s nothing I can get for you?”
The young man shook his curly brown head. Then he stepped forward and held out his hand. “Dwight Kent. I’m a cartoonist.”
Walter Lee looked at the slender, long-fingered hand held out to him. He clasped it with his own. “Pleased to meet you, sir. Walter Lee Stuart. Just call me if you need anything.”
The young man nodded. “Thank you, that’s very good of you.”
Walter Lee stepped back and into the corridor. He was grinning as he turned away. Now, that one was still newly hatched. Wonder where he’d come from?
“Your hair smells funny, and I don’t like your ugly dress.”
The woman Walter Lee had named “the schoolteacher” raised her gaze from her book to the boy hovering over her chair. “You are testing my patience, young man.”
She said it in a voice that was calm but firm. It was that rather than his mother’s weak, “David, please don’t say things like that. Leave the lady alone,” that made him back off.
When their eyes happened to meet, the schoolteacher gave Walter Lee a brisk nod. Then she turned her attention back to the book on the table in front of her. Anna and the King of something or other, Walter Lee had seen when she came in the lounge carrying it.
“George,” Johnny called out, snapping his fingers. “Over here. Bring me another bourbon.”
No point in telling the man that his name wasn’t George. He was one of them kind that called any porter who worked for the company after George Pullman. “Coming right up, sir. May I get you something, ma’am,” he said to Ruby.
She smiled and shook her head, but she was watching the boy, David, as he climbed up on a chair to peer out the window.
She got up and went over to kneel down beside him. “What do you see out there?”
“Can’t see nothing,” the boy said. “It’s dark.”
He jumped down from the chair. “I’m hungry, Mommy.”
His mother looked up from the knitting that was lying untouched in her lap. “David, when we were in the dining room, you wouldn’t eat.”
David jumped up and down. “I’m hungry.”
Walter Lee turned from setting the bourbon on the table in front of Johnny and spoke before the man could get out the harsh words he saw forming on his lips. “I’ll be glad to get him something from the kitchen, ma’am.”
“Thank you,” she said, more tears in her eyes.
Nerves. The woman was nothing but a bundle of nerves. That was plain to see. No wonder the boy was acting up. Children could sense it when grown-ups aren’t feeling up to being in control.
He brought the boy the sandwich he had asked for and a glass of milk and persuaded him to sit down in front of one of the small tables to eat.
The boy pulled the sandwich apart. Crumbled up one slice of bread, then started licking at the peanut butter and jelly on the other slice.
Ruby’d come and sat down across from the widow. She was chattering on, trying to get the widow to talk. Walter Lee glanced over at Johnny. Johnny was nursing his bourbon and watching Ruby.
The major was watching her too. Not that she wasn’t the kind of woman who drew men’s eyes. But it seemed to Walter Lee that the major was watching her kind of odd. He had come into the lounge and sat down in the chair that young David had climbed up on. For a few minutes, he had been staring out the window into the darkness, with his back turned on the others. Then he had suddenly turned in his chair and started staring at Ruby.
That had been about the time Ruby said to the widow, “I know how it is, honey. I was engaged to someone during the war.”
Her friend Johnny had frowned at that.
“He was wounded,” Ruby said. “They sent him home to a hospital here, and they did all they could. The doctors and nurses . . . but he . . . well, he died later.” Ruby sighed. “But you have to go on, you know. You can’t just let yourself get down and stay that way. You’ve got your kid.” She smiled. “I always wanted a kid.”
The schoolteacher looked up from her book. “Children are a considerable responsibility. You’re young and pretty. Do you really want to be tied down?”
Ruby turned to look at her. “If I met the right man—”
“And presumably you thought you had when you met your fiancé,” the schoolteacher said.
“I knew I had,” Ruby said. She shook her head. “But the war screwed up a lot of lives, didn’t it?”
Johnny said, “Hey, you, still got me.”
He said it like he wanted to sound like he was making a joke. But he sounded hurt. Like a little boy, Walter Lee thought.
Ruby laughed and jumped up from her chair to go to him. “Of course, I have you, honey. I was just talking about the past.” She bent and kissed his cheek. “But that’s over and done. We’re going to Chicago to have ourselves some fun.”
“Porter, may I have a scotch and soda, please,” the major said, his voice hoarse.
It was the first time he had spoken since his “good evening” when he’d come into the lounge. Heads turned in his direction. He flushed and turned to look out the window again.
“Coming right up, sir,” Walter Lee said.
When he brought the drink over to the major, he noticed again the tremor in the man’s hands. Could be shell shock. Some of the soldiers coming back had that.
He should be grateful himself, Walter Lee thought as he had many times before. He’d been a year or two too old to be called up. So he’d stayed here safe at home, his body and his mind still whole. No man’s blood on his hands.
“Porter, may I have a cup of tea,” the schoolteacher said, breaking into his thoughts.
“Yes, ma’am, I’ll get you a cup from the kitchen.”
It went on like that for the next hour or so. Other passengers passed through the lounge, stopping on their way to the observation car or coming back through from the dining room. But it was the passengers who had gotten on in Lexington that lingered.
Even the minister and his wife came in.
“Good evening, folks,” the preacher said, before he was halfway through the door. His voice, rich and deep, filling the lounge. “We thought we’d come out and be sociable.”
He glanced over at the bar that Walter Lee was standing behind. “Think I’ll have a nightcap, porter. Something for my digestion.”
“A glass of sherry, Byron,” his wife said. “A glass of sherry would be nice. I’d like one too.”
The preacher nodded at Walter Lee. “Two glasses of sherry. Your best.”
“Yes, sir,” Walter Lee said, reaching for the bottle. Well, at least, the man wasn’t a hypocrite. Come right out and had his self a drink. Let his wife have one too.
His wife glanced around, settling on a seat by the widow and Ruby, who’d gone back to sit with her. “Eunice Harcourt,” she said. “That’s my husband, Byron. Who are you ladies?”
“Ruby Jeffries,” Ruby said, looking amused again.
The widow tucked her knitting into her bag as if she was thinking she might need to make a run for it. “Joanne Burton.”
Eunice nodded. “We saw you arrive . . .” She paused. “With the casket. Your husband?”
The widow’s hand fluttered to her throat. “Yes. I’m taking his body back to Chicago. His family . . . they want him buried there.”
Eunice leaned closer. “And none of them come down to help you? They shouldn’t have left you to—”
The widow stood up. “They . . . I told them I could manage. Excuse me, please. David, come . . . it’s time for your bedtime.”
David puckered up his face for a moment, as if he was going to argue. But instead, he jumped up from the floor and ran over to take her hand.
Walter Lee’s gaze went to the major, as the man came to his feet. “If there is any way I can be of service, ma’am,” he said to the widow.
She paused, looking like she wasn’t sure what to say. Then she shook her head. “Thank you . . . there’s nothing.”
“Why don’t you come on back and join us after you get him tucked in,” Eunice Harcourt said. “You don’t want to sit there alone in your room.”
But the widow didn’t come back. Johnny and Ruby and the preacher and his wife ended up playing cards. And what would his Hester Rose say about that? Walter Lee thought, grinning to himself. A preacher in his collar playing cards.
’Course, they weren’t playing for money, so maybe that made it all right.
The major made a half movement, as if he was going to stand. Then he groaned and fell back into his chair. Before anyone else could move, the schoolteacher was on her feet. “What is it?” she asked him, bending down beside his chair.
“Cramp. Cramp in my leg.”
Without as much as a by your leave, she had his pant leg up and was rubbing at his leg and telling him to try to relax it. A few minutes later, he settled back, looking pale but not like he was hurting anymore.
“Thank you,” he said.
“You’re welcome.”
“How did you know what to do?” the preacher’s wife asked her.
“My mother used to have trouble with her legs,” the schoolteacher said. She sat down at her table again and picked up her book.
By then Dwight Kent, the cartoonist, had come into the lounge. He asked for a cup of hot chocolate. Walter Lee had to go out to the kitchen to get that. When he got back, Dwight had his big pad out, and he was sitting there in the corner, drawing.
When Walter Lee put the cup down beside him, he saw that Dwight was sketching the preacher on his pad. Not line for line. Just strokes of his pen that caught the man—the way that collar he was wearing didn’t go with his mouth or his dark eyes that were sliding looks in Ruby’s direction. Dwight made it almost look like two little horns were just beneath the preacher’s thick black hair.
Walter caught himself before he chuckled out loud. But Dwight had seen Walter Lee sneaking peeks at his work. He flipped the pages of his pad backward so that Walter Lee could see the other drawings he’d done in the same quick stokes. Ruby looking like an angel, except for the smile on her full lips. And the preacher’s wife looking like a little brown mouse with its nose wiggling.
And there was Johnny, looking like he was about to bust out of his shirt and jacket. Full of his self as could be.
Dwight winked at Walter Lee and turned in his chair so that the schoolteacher was in his line of vision. Walter Lee picked up an ashtray and fiddled around nearby so that he could see what Dwight would draw.
The boy should be ashamed of himself—and he ought to be ashamed of himself for looking, Walter Lee thought when Dwight gestured him over.
He’d drawn the schoolteacher with her hair down and flowing about her shoulders and her glasses in her hand. She was smiling, like she was looking at some man and telling him to come and get her.
But, then, the boy had seen what Walter Lee had. The schoolteacher had given up on herself too easy.
Still she wouldn’t approve if she saw that drawing. Walter Lee gave Dwight a shake of his head and went back to his bar.
Walter Lee saw Dwight glance at the major. Drawing him too, most like.
He didn’t get to see the sketch of the major until the preacher’s wife said it was getting late and the card players agreed that it was bedtime. The major limped out behind them. That was when Dwight brought his pad over.
Without a word, he flipped to the major. Walter Lee almost winced. This one was cruel. There in the strokes of Dwight’s pen was a man, face half in shadow, eyes wide with fear. Hands clenched.
Before Walter Lee could speak, Dwight flipped the page. Walter Lee laughed out loud. There he was himself. But instead of his cap, Dwight had drawn him holding a top hat like magicians used—pulling a rabbit from that hat.
“Why you’d draw me like that?” Walter Lee said. “How’d you know I like magic tricks?”
Dwight smiled and shook his head. “It just occurred to me when I was watching you dealing with all of them.”
Before Walter Lee could say anything, the door opened again. It was Ruby. “Porter, I meant to ask about when we get into the station in the morning—”
She broke off, her eyes on the pad. “What’s that?”
“I’m a cartoonist,” Dwight said.
“Can I see?” she said, smiling and reaching for the pad.
She laughed as she flipped the pages, delight on her face. Until she got toward the end, then her smile faded. “You shouldn’t have drawn the major like that,” she said.
“That’s what I saw when I looked at him,” Dwight said.
“The soldiers who fought . . . the man I was engaged to . . .” She shook her head. “Things happened to them. Not just to their bodies.”
She stared down at the drawing of the major, and then she began to flip back through the pages. Not laughing now.
Walter Lee glanced at Dwight. The boy’s eyes were glinting, his lower lip curled.
Walter Lee cleared his throat. He didn’t like the boy as much as he’d thought he did.
“What did you want to ask, ma’am?” he said to Ruby.
She had paused over another one of the drawings. She was frowning. “There’s something about . . .” She looked up, her eyes going from Walter Lee to Dwight. “It . . . was nothing important. I’ll ask you in the morning.”
Walter Lee was sitting in the men’s washroom polishing the shoes the passengers had left for him to shine, when the brakes screeched and the train jerked. He was thrown from his chair as the train came to a stop.
Lord, they must have hit something on the track.
He jumped up and grabbed his jacket.
In the corridor, the doors were opening, passengers asking what had happened. He went down the line, calming them down and making sure everyone was all right. Then he hurried toward the door separating the sleeping quarters from the lounge. He needed to find the conductor.
He didn’t have far to go. Mick O’Malley was in the lounge, his solid two hundred pounds of muscle planted between two men, Zach Garfield and Ruby’s friend, Johnny.
She was there in a chair.
“You killed her, you nigger bastard!”
Zach Garfield was standing with his back pressed to the wall, his eyes dark and wide against skin that looked chalky. “I didn’t. God, I told you I didn’t!”
Mick O’Malley’s hand held Johnny back, as he tried to rush at Zach.
“I saw how you were looking at her when we got on the train!” Johnny said, his fists clenched, his face red.
Walter Lee pulled his gaze from the men and looked down at the woman slumped sideways in the armchair. She was still beautiful. But she wasn’t laughing anymore. A knife—a large kitchen knife—was sticking out of her chest.
Help us, Jesus, Walter Lee thought.
“Talk fast,” Mick O’Malley said to Zach.
“I told him what happened,” Zach said, his voice shaking. “I heard a noise, and I came to see what it was. And I found her like that.”
“You’re lying!” Johnny said.
“We’ll hold him for the police,” Mick O’Malley said. “Until we get to Chicago. I’ll not have a lynch mob on my train.”
His words were as much for the passengers that had began to crowd into the room as for Johnny. They were mumbling. Staring from Ruby dead there in the chair to Zach with his back against the wall.
“I’m going to lock him up in the storeroom in the kitchen,” O’Malley told the passengers. “I’ll put a guard on the door.” Then, to Walter Lee, “This man here . . .” he gestured with a nod at Johnny. “Pulled the emergency brake to signal for help. We’ll be back under way in a few minutes.”
“Yes, sir,” Walter Lee said.
He turned to the passengers behind him. “Ladies and gentlemen, we . . . there’s nothing you can do here. If you would please go back to your rooms—”
“Don’t you be telling us where to go, nigger,” a man’s voice said from the crowd.
“Then I’ll tell you,” Mick O’Malley said. “Get back to your rooms and stay there.”
They went back with curses from the men and wails of fear from the women. Walter Lee thought he heard the preacher asking the Lord’s assistance.
He’d be willing to bet that they all were locking their doors and would keep them locked until the next station. They wouldn’t be ringing for their colored porter tonight.
And that was good because he had some thinking to do.
Walter Lee wondered in passing what instructions Mick O’Malley would give to the kitchen crew. Would he lock them up somewhere too, to make sure none of them tried to let Zach free? Or would he trust them?
Hard to tell what O’Malley was thinking right now. He’d left Walter Lee in charge of his car. But by the time they got to Chicago, all the colored men who were in the vicinity might have gotten named in Ruby’s death. And, however, it came out for the rest of them, Zach was in a world of trouble right now.
Walter Lee went back to the men’s washroom and began to collect the shoes that had been scattered across the floor when the train came to a stop. Whatever happened, the passengers were going to want their shoes back and polished in the morning. He could think while he shined.
When he knocked on Dwight Kent’s door, Walter Lee was prepared to have the young man look at him suspicious. Instead, Dwight opened the door, smiled, and made a sweeping gesture of his arm for Walter Lee to enter. “I was hoping you’d come,” he said, shutting the door.
Now, Walter Lee was the one feeling suspicious. Not that he had been sure this was the best idea he’d ever had, even before he knocked. “Why is that, sir?”
Dwight Kent nodded. “We need to confer don’t we? About the suspects. I’ve been watching them, and you’ve been watching them, and if we put our heads together—”
“So you don’t think Zach did it?” Walter Lee said.
“I asked myself why he would kill her.” Dwight looked up toward the ceiling. “Unless, of course, he was tying to rape her, and ended up killing her when she fought back. But from what I could see, there wasn’t much of a struggle. And you would think she would have screamed loud enough for somebody to hear if she was being attacked . . . unless he stopped her from screaming . . . but he didn’t have any bite marks that I could see . . . and, anyway, that stuff about colored men lusting after white women all the time . . .” he stopped talking and looked at Walter Lee. “But you’ve already thought all this through, haven’t you? Not that you probably had to think about it as much as I did.”
“No, I didn’t have to think about it long,” Walter Lee said.
“So you’ve come to confer, haven’t you?” Dwight smiled. “That must mean you don’t think I did it. Well, I don’t think you did either.”
“Thank you, sir,” Walter Lee said. “But what I need . . . if you wouldn’t mind . . . is to have another look at those drawings you were doing—”
Dwight nodded. “I thought of that too. She reacted to one of them when she was flipping back through the pad. But I couldn’t see which one it was, could you?”
“No, sir. But I thought if we looked at them—”
They spent the next half hour looking and trying to see what it was that had made Ruby say, “There’s something about . . .”
“She must have meant something that reminded her of something,” Walter Lee said.
“Or something that wasn’t right about one of the sketches,” Dwight said from his lounging position in the other chair.
“But all your drawings aren’t quite right, sir,” Walter Lee said. “I mean they—”
“They’re caricatures,” Dwight said. “And, sometimes, I can be a little mean.”
Walter Lee nodded. “Yes, sir, like with the preacher and the major.”
Dwight held up the pad. “But I did flatter our middle-aged spinster.”
“Yes, sir, you made the schoolteacher look pretty. Except she looks like she—”
“Well, she’d probably like to.”
“Uh-huh, sir. But we aren’t getting anywhere with—” Walter Lee closed his eyes. He’d had a thought and lost it. He tried to find it again, to grasp what it was.
“What?” Dwight said. “You’ve got something haven’t you?”
Walter Lee pointed at the sketch. “Her hair,” he said. “David, the widow’s little boy, said her hair smelled funny.”
“Maybe he meant it didn’t smell as nice as his mother’s.”
“Yes, sir, maybe. But have you ever been in one of those beauty parlors. I don’t know if they’re the same for white women as for black. But when you walk in there, it smells . . . like hair frying and chemical smells, like in the labs they have in high schools. Women put stuff on their hair to straighten it or to change the color. What if, the schoolteacher—”
“Had dyed her hair that dull brown?”
“Yes, sir. And put on glasses. And that ugly brown dress. What if she wanted to look like a spinster schoolteacher?”
“When she’s really something else? What? A spy left over from the war?”
“Or somebody Ruby . . . Miss Ruby . . . might have recognized if she looked like she usually did.”
“But if she was someone Ruby knew, even with her hair dyed and glasses—”
“But what if she didn’t know her that well, sir? What if she was just someone she would have seen in passing somewhere else?”
“You’ve got something in mind, haven’t you?”
“Yes, sir, but I don’t know . . . it was just when the major had his cramp . . . and the way the schoolteacher made a beeline away from Miss Peaches when she saw her and—”
“Miss who?”
Walter Lee shook his head. “I’m just thinking this through, sir. But what if . . .”
When he was done, Dwight laughed. “That’s some theory. And you haven’t really identified the motive.”
“The motive? You mean why, sir? Well, I don’t know about that. I’m just trying to think how some of these things might tie together. ’Course it could have been one of the others. The major acts kind of strange. Still got the shakes. And the preacher was watching her.” Walter Lee shook his head. “I’m just saying suppose, sir.”
Dwight nodded. “So now we have to figure out how to test your theory.”
“Yes, sir, and that could be trouble. Especially if I’m wrong.” Walter Lee rubbed at his chin. “And I’m wondering whether I should say anything to the conductor. But I’m feeling kind of uneasy, because he ain’t come to speak to me about this.”
“Better leave him out of it then.” Dwight grinned, “But I’m in.”
“Yes, sir,” Walter Lee said, and kept to himself his opinion that Dwight didn’t have a whole lot to lose. He was playing a game. But his help was welcome.
The train would be coming into Union Station in less than an hour. The conductor had instructed Walter Lee—still without saying much about what had happened—to do his best to make things as normal as possible for the sleeping-car passengers. Bring their shined shoes and breakfast to their rooms if they didn’t care to go to the dining room and be served. Keep them as content as possible until the police could board the train to take Zach away. They’d be wanting to question the passengers too, so there would be some delay in getting people off.
But Walter Lee knew time was running out. If the police thought Zach did it, the passengers would be questioned only about what they might have seen or heard. And then they would be gone.
If he was going to do it, it would have to be now.
Taking a deep breath, he knocked on the schoolteacher’s door. She hadn’t come out of her room to go to the dining car or rung for service. She might still be sleeping, but he doubted it.
When she opened the door, she was dressed in another ugly dress, this one with a little jacket. Her hair was in that bun.
“I need to speak to you, ma’am,” Walter Lee said.
“Yes?” she said.
“Inside, please, ma’am. This . . . you wouldn’t be wanting anyone else to hear this.”
She looked at him, her eyes calm behind the glasses. Then she stepped back. Walter Lee stepped into her room.
It was not unusual for him to be in a passenger’s room. He made their beds. He cleaned up after them. They seem to think nothing at all of being half-dressed in front of him, both the men and the women.
But this was different. He was trying to hold the upper hand here. And it could go bad wrong. He glanced toward the door that he had left slightly ajar.
“Ma’am, I know,” he said.
“You know what?”
“I know you killed her.”
She stared at him. “If this is a joke—”
“No, ma’am. I know you killed her, and I can prove it.”
“How can you prove something that—”
“Miss Peaches, ma’am. You were scared Miss Peaches was going to recognize you.”
“I don’t know what you—”
“She works as an orderly at the hospital, ma’am. Dressed like a man during the week. And she would have known you were one of the nurses from the hospital. If she’d seen you, she would have known you were dressed up for something too—”
“I don’t know what you—” Her eyes glinted behind her glasses. “I had no reason to kill that young woman—”
“Not that much younger than you, ma’am. I bet you look a whole lot younger when you’re dressed like—”
“Get out of here,” she said. “I don’t wish to continue this ridiculous—”
“We don’t have to, ma’am. I’ll just go tell them—the conductor and the police when they come on board—and let them ask you about it. Check up on you.”
Walter Lee turned toward the door. He heard the screech she gave, before she landed on him from behind. She jabbed at him with something sharp. He twisted around and saw the scissors in her hand. He held up his arm in front of his face as she came at him again. He shoved her away, as she stabbed at him. But she came back, shrieking, jabbing with the scissors. He was down on the floor, flailing his arms to try to keep her away.
He heard voices on the other side of the door. They were tying to open it, but he was against it.
He could feel the blood in his eyes. He caught his breath and rose up, shoving her away. She came after him again.
But now, they were inside, pulling her away. She was still screaming like a wild thing.
Walter slumped back against the wall.
They held her—Dwight and the conductor, Mick O’Malley—until she settled down. She whimpered. “I sat by his bedside willing him to live, and he did . . . but all he wanted was her. She came, and she looked at him, and there was revulsion in her eyes, and he saw it. And I could feel the pain he felt. And I tried to comfort him. But she was all he wanted. When she stopped coming, stopped pretending, he let himself die. Because of her.” Her head hung down, her hair falling around her face. “She said he drove her away. But she didn’t love him. I did. I did . . . even broken and scarred . . . I loved him.”
Dwight bent down and pressed his handkerchief to Walter Lee’s shoulder. “There’s your motive,” he said. “Good work.”
“Yes, sir,” Walter Lee said.
Before he passed out, he wondered if the company would replace his uniform or if he would have to buy another out of his pay.
“I told you it wasn’t a date-night story,” Lizzie said, reaching for their empty plates. “Do you want some coffee?”
“I’ll make it,” Quinn said, following her over to the sink. “And actually, Lizabeth, it was the perfect date-night story.”
She turned, eyebrows raised in her tawny face. “How so, Quinn?”
“Because,” he said, drawing her into his arms. “That little tale of love and murder reminded me of how lucky I am to have you.”
“Yes, you are, aren’t you? Of course, I’m rather lucky to have you too.”
“Before we get too mushy, why don’t we go—”
“That’s a splendid idea.”
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