PUZZLE PIECE
There was great, sweaty concern from the duty clerk at the Marsden District Police Station when the two came to tell of the bodies.  The man even stopped their story to telephone neighboring Burnby in the hopes that they might send down an investigator.  (There was, apparently, no one to take the call.  The answering party did not even bother jotting down the message.  Burnby had its own kettle.)  The clerk kept wishing the matter would vanish.  A balding man with a fuzzy, untrimmed mustache and a nametag reading ‘Ant’, the clerk’s initial thoughts of locking the station door when he saw the two at the step were now laid down as regret in his tired head.   

‘Three men, dead from very unusual and quite unknown causes, and a fourth man missing…’  

This spelled trouble for Marsden.  They had only three constables, all of the lowest rank.  Their sergeant was no prize.  Most shifts were spent playing traffic warden or interrupting fistfights.  These abscesses were minor.  Serious crime… something with ‘implications’… could put off business for months.  To the surveyors of the town’s interests — the moneymen — Marsden was a good spot for northern shoppers.  They came from the boroughs, the country, even from London, all wanting to stop for sandwiches, for tea, to purchase handmade fashions or to have a dance on their way to the waterfront for holiday.  And the locals were of equal value.  To lose great numbers to the surrounding (safer) towns would impede the tax.  It was vital that the authorities manage this case to the expectations of the town’s investors.  So after being turned away by Burnby, the station clerk gave a single finger wag to Winsey and Colin and rang up the three town constables and the sergeant, as well as the county sheriff, to begin the inquisition.  

Volunteers from the fire brigade went to the Mill to retrieve the bodies.  When they returned with the engine cap full of feet, Colin, seated on the lobby bench, overheard an argument at the back of the station.  It involved most of the officials.  Something about this recovery was an issue — something about the count, the age.  Colin could not clearly hear the conversation though the walls.  Whatever the resulting consensus, they let Colin stew until well nigh seven o’clock, before making him sign a promise to stay in Marsden until the matter was settled.  He agreed just to get free from the stuffy building.  He had had enough of the police.


On the matter of Audrey Green, Winsey decided not to mention anything.  The girl was best left out of it.  Winsey was certain that Audrey’s name was on some ledger, somewhere, as a kidnap victim in the company of a thieving bookkeeper.  The police had done no good on that hunt — why should they be reminded of the name?  Right now, it was more important to find Sonny, for Winsey was certain he would eventually lead her to Audrey.  If that search were a failure (another of many failed searches), then she would play this card.  Audrey Green.  Find her.  Until then, the name was locked away. 

They spent the whole of Sunday being questioned — Winsey Green, Colin Blight, and even Karl Otter, as employer of them both and the benefactor of Sonny Royce.  Otter seemed tight-jawed and angry when he presented himself.  Within a quarter-hour, however, he came to understand the crime, and a quiet solemnity clouded his face.  The matter at hand was one for consideration, not for judgment, and he gave as thoughtful an account of himself, and his employees, as memory would permit.


After release, it was nearly two days without any news.  The only information came after Otter had spent hours twiddling his thumbs by the phone.  It was wrong of the police to start him running with murder and bodies and missing saxophonists and then say his contribution was finished.  He made a call to the station house.  The county sheriff, who professed to be awaiting reinforcements, told Mr. Otter that the victims had all been poisoned.  When Colin arrived for work that Tuesday night, Otter passed the diagnosis along.  “Poisoned,” he said, without prelude.  The barkeep understood.  Colin nodded and finished washing a mug with no further mention.  


Winsey did not show up to dance that Tuesday night.  Due to the investigation, and Mr. Otter’s involvement, it was the owner himself who suggested she stay home.  Besides, Caroline had been in quite a state since Saturday, and, if she needed a breather from the likes of Winsey Green, it seemed a proper time for granting it.  Otter didn’t know what had gotten into Caroline.  At the police enquiry, seated beside Winsey on the waiting bench, Otter nearly broke and asked how she could possibly have known about his romance with Caroline, but Winsey was called away.  By the day’s end, they had had quite enough of questions, but Otter would ask someday.  That was his pledge.  To give Winsey the night off seemed the simplest temporary solution.  This scratching between his dancers was so unseemly, almost as bothersome as Caroline’s attachment to this new boy… 

Vic Worshaff was there on that Tuesday, filling up Caroline’s dance card.  Otter couldn’t help but notice the repetition of those two as partners.  Right in a row — dance after dance — Vic and Caroline.  Otter knew Vic’s name from a quick introduction.   


“Pardon me, lad, but may I ask your name?”


“Vic Worshaff,” he replied as he straightened his belt, preparing for another go round the floor.


“All right, fine,” replied the owner, as if the name gave him the proper assessment of character.


“Is there a problem?” asked the boy.


Otter shook his head.  “No… no, nothing.”  

First he’s with Winsey Green, and now his Caroline.  It wasn’t right that he shouldn’t know the boy, or what he was after.


After the doors had all been shut, Caroline did not wait for Karl in his office while he counted the take.  In fact, when he emerged from the one-bulb room, and his accounts ledger, she was gone.  There was only a note:  


Can’t stay tonight.  Hope you understand.

It was the harshest of dismissals.  There was not even a signed name, or a hint of affection.  She was simply not concerned.  This was his first inkling of real affection for Caroline.  Before, he enjoyed her company, but now he felt wounded.  In the ballroom, after the lights were out, he put one last record onto the phonograph post and played it at a low and sleepy volume.  Behind the bar, he drank from his own stock.  What did he know about three dead men?  Not a thing.  One revelation came to mind at about the half-bottle: it was the last time he was having a jazz band play his ballroom.  On that point he was steadfast.  Too much bother.  Since Sonny Royce’s performance, things had gotten out of hand.  The music had stirred the natives.  Sure, the money was good — better than a normal weekend, but was it really worth all this?  Two dancers at each other’s throats, one hooligan barkeep a key witness in a terrible crime, three townsmen murdered, and his girl dancing with a skinny bore.  No more jazz bands, he swore.  He would sleep turned on his bed, head where his feet should have been.


Closing time and Colin went to Winsey’s flat.  She let him inside with a smile, already having boiled water for tea, which he did not drink for fear of poisoning.  (At the station, he had omitted the brown whiskey that had laid him unconscious.  He did not want suspicion thrown onto Winsey.)  She sat in his lap as they listened to music on the radio.  She let him choose whatever tunes he wanted — even Elvis Presley, who was growing in England’s affections.  They kissed for quite a while, but he did not attempt to make love to her.  For this, she was glad.  She was also thankful for three nights outside of the Victory.  Her hands and clothes did not smell of sweat and cigarettes.  Colin got drunk, but was not rough.  As long as he would stay with her, his condition would not be an issue.  She desired the company — the protection.  She asked if he brought his revolver, and he said yes, and then became quiet.  Winsey could almost see the gears turning — “Does she want to use it on me?” colliding with, “I’m only here because I serve a purpose.”  Unlike the spoiling thoughts Caroline Bixby had put in his head, this time the voice was a sweeter one, telling Colin that, whatever the reason, these things don’t matter, not tonight anyway.  Tonight is tonight.  Let tomorrow be a time for uncovering real motives.  He kissed her until they were asleep on the mattress…

