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FREIGHT TROUBLE 
By L. K. FRANK 

 
A private detective takes a vacation—and finds himself 

between the eight-ball and a grim mess of roaring guns! 
 

KID O’NEIL collected and banked 
his two-thousand-dollar fee for 
recovering the Vetter diamonds, told 

his stenog to hold down the office for a 
week, and then got in his coupe and started 
driving. He was that kind of impulsive 
fellow. By one o’clock the next morning 
he was sleepy and in strange territory, so 
he drove a few yards off the highway on a 
twisting lane and settled down for a 
snooze. 

Sometime before daylight he was 
awakened by the idling mutter of a truck 
motor on the highway, around the curve of 
the lane. He got quietly out of the car and 
walked around the curve to come upon an 
interesting tableau on the pavement. 

A girl stood in the glare of the truck 
headlights holding a gun on the driver. To 
one side, headed in the opposite direction 
from the truck, and partly blocking the 
road, was a sedan with its engine running 
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and a shadowy figure at the wheel. 
Someone was hammering at the back 

of the truck. Skid, unseen, stood quietly a 
moment, analyzing the setup. He moved 
off noiselessly to an angle, got out his 
Police .38, and aiming carefully at the 
glint of the girl’s automatic, blasted it 
from her hand. 

The tableau flew apart like the 
automatic. The girl jumped to the car, 
which leaped ahead at the same moment. 
Skid dimly saw a man scramble aboard as 
the car roared past the rear end of the 
truck. The truck driver lowered his arms 
and sat down on the bumper. 

As Skid stepped into the light the 
driver said, “Mister, I never was so glad to 
see anybody. But I wish you’d plugged 
that dame.”  

“I’ll bet,” Skid answered. “Hijackers?”  
“Hijackers!” the driver confirmed. He 

looked approvingly at O’Neil’s lithe 
height, his carrot hair, and the map of 
Ireland that he used for a face. “My name 
is Freeman—Fred to you. I own this truck 
and one other. Picked up some furs on the 
route today to take to Plain City for cold 
storage. I reckon this gang was after ‘em.”  

“Why didn’t you just bump the car off 
the road and keep rolling?”  

Freeman smiled wryly. “That’s what I 
shoulda done. I been stuck up before, and I 
oughta smelled that dodge of having a 
dame fooling with a spare tire in front of 
her headlights at four A. M. But you know 
a guy can’t just breeze past and leave a 
pair of gams like that alone on the road in 
the middle of the night?”  

“But she wasn’t alone, huh?” 
“Naw. I stopped and got out to—er—

help, and two lugs come out of the bushes 
with rods, and there I was. I’m gettin’ tired 
of these hold-ups.. A couple more and I’ll 
be washed out. Us independents have been 
offerin’ a reward, but this gang—we think 
it’s the Panelli mob, but nobody can prove 

it—goes right on. Say! D’you want a job?”  
Skid shook his head. “No thanks,” he 

said. “I’m a private dick, but I just finished 
a job, and I’m taking it easy for a while.”  

“Well, all right. But I need a pusher for 
my other bus who can take care of himself. 
My last driver poured too much gin in his 
tank. Thanks for getting me outa the jam.” 

“Okay,” Skid replied. “So long. My 
car is parked back here. Don’t stop for any 
more pretty legs.”  

“Say, I wouldn’t stop for a harem full. 
G’by.” 

 
Y LATE afternoon of that day Skid 
was in Plain City and bored to death 

already with his holiday. So he hunted 
around the motor freight terminals until he 
found Freeman, who was glad to have him 
take a truck down to Riverton. 

The truck would not be loaded and 
ready to go until midnight, therefore he 
had five or six hours to grab some sleep. It 
would be an all-night trip. 

At twelve-thirty Skid’s truck was 
whining and roaring up the last hill of the 
Plain City suburbs when his headlights 
picked out a girl standing on the curb at 
the top. 

The hijackers used a girl for bait. He 
saw that this definitely was not the same 
girl from whose hand he had shot the gun, 
but he figured she could be another hook 
for the same gang. And, since he was 
pushing a truck for fun, he might as well 
get all the fun available. 

Grinning as he realized he was about 
to do just what he had warned Fred 
yesterday not to do, he swiftly raised the 
bullet-proof window on his side of the cab, 
got his gun in his lap, and let the truck 
ease into the curb. He called to the girl 
through the other open window. 

“Funny hour for a girl to be out alone. 
What goes on?”  

“I was sleep-walking, but woke up. I 
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want a ride,” the girl countered. 
Skid waved a hand to acknowledge the 

repartee, and told her to hop in. With his 
gun in his left hand, but out of sight, he 
reached over and swung the door open. He 
remained alert while he got the truck under 
way again. Nothing happened, however, 
and when they were rolling smoothly Skid 
turned to his passenger and asked: 

“Where to?”  
“Where are you going?”  
“Riverton.”  
“That suits me.”  
Her voice was not the voice of a girl 

one would expect to find bumming a ride 
at one o’clock in the morning. The light 
from the dash was bright on the cab floor, 
and her shoes looked expensive. In the 
darkness of the seat, he fingered her skirt. 
He knew little about women’s clothes, but 
he did know this outfit did not come out of 
a bargain basement. 

Prodded by the thought that it could 
have been hijacked from a truck, he 
questioned her for ten minutes with a skill 
and acuteness born of experience in his 
profession. The tone of her evasive 
answers reassured him; if he had 
questioned one runaway like her, he had 
questioned twenty. She was no moll 
putting the finger on him for hijackers. 

He shrugged; he wasn’t chasing 
runaways tonight. At three A. M. he 
stopped at a truckers’ roadside stand for 
coffee and hamburgers. 

“Stay in the cab!” he told her. “There 
may be insurance spotters in this joint. I’ll 
bring you some grub.”  

In the glare of floodlights that 
illuminated the parking yard he took a 
good look at her face. It was a pretty face, 
framed in blond, wavy hair and with a 
generous, inviting mouth. There was 
something vaguely familiar about her face, 
too, but at the moment he didn’t bother to 
recall what. 

Inside, he sat at the counter and ate 
hamburgers while an extra order was 
being prepared for him to take along. A 
drunk, coming in, lurched into him and 
before he could turn around on the stool 
the drunk yelled, “Ya big lug, why don’t 
ya look where yer goin’!”  

Skid looked at the man and said, 
“Nuts. You’re the one who can’t navigate. 
Beat it.” 

“Oh, ya wanna make sumpin’ of it, 
huh!” the drunk roared, and swung. 

 
S HE ducked, Skid thought it was a 
pretty good swing for a drunk, but he 

did not have time to think any more 
because another man came to the aid of 
the first. Skid sent a right to the mouth of 
this one and felt lips mash satisfyingly 
under his knuckles. 

He reached his left to the counter for a 
bottle of ketchup and conked the drunk 
with it. Half a dozen men in the joint 
applauded, but the waitress screamed and 
fainted, probably because the ketchup on 
the man’s skull looked like blood. 

O’Neil spent ten minutes getting the 
waitress back to normal and by that time 
his two assaulters had disappeared. 

When he got out to the truck, the girl 
had disappeared, too. He looked around 
for her, and waited a few minutes, but she 
didn’t show, so he pulled his truck out on 
the road to Riverton, wondering what to 
make of it. 

Not until daylight crept into the cab 
did he happen to spot the tiny gold pencil 
on a section of a man’s watch-chain, in a 
corner of the floor. The chain was broken 
sharply off, as if it had been jerked during 
a struggle. He also picked up and pocketed 
a small old-fashioned cabinet key, with a 
hollow tip. 

In town he left the truck at the terminal 
and looked up the boarding house that 
Fred had mentioned. A buxom young 
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woman answered his ring. “My name is 
O’Neil,” he said. “Fred Freeman told me I 
could get a good bed here.”  

“Any friend of Fred’s is a friend of 
mine,” she replied. “I’m Edna. C’mon in.”  

He followed her upstairs and accepted 
the first room she showed him. 

Six hours later he awoke to find a 
pitcher of ice water and an afternoon paper 
on the stand beside the bed. He yawned, 
reached for the newspaper, and came wide 
awake instantly when he spotted a girl’s 
picture on the front page. 

It was the girl he had picked up, and 
the caption over the picture read: 
KIDNAPED! 

The details were brief: Ursula Jensen 
had run away—as Fred had suspected—
and had been traced to Plain City the day 
before. Early this morning her parents had 
received a telephoned demand for ransom. 
There were rumors that the State Police 
and Federals were investigating a tip that 
the girl had been picked up by a truck 
driver at Plain City. 

Miss Jensen had left a note saying she 
was sick of society life and was going to 
see the world in her own way. So that was 
how he had known her face! The society 
pages carried her picture every month. 

He was in a jam if the Feds believed he 
knew anything about the girl. Sitting on 
the edge of the bed after he had slipped on 
his pants, he reached for the pitcher and 
began to pour himself a glass of water, 
when a ratty-looking fellow stepped in the 
door, gun in hand, and whispered: “Upsy 
daisy! Quick!”  

Skid threw the water pitcher at him, 
and followed it, catapulting from the bed 
like a rock from a sling. The slug shattered 
the pitcher at the same moment that Skid 
loosed a left while reaching for the mug’s 
gun hand with his right. 

The rat was strong and wiry and Skid 
had a busy time until he suddenly heard a 

crash, and felt the man go limp. Edna was 
standing there holding the stump of a vase 
in both hands. Skid sat down and gasped. 

“No bum is going to sneak into my 
house and bother my guests!” Edna said. 

A furious pounding broke out below. 
Edna raised her eyebrows to ask, “What 
next?” and went downstairs to see, leaving 
Skid sitting on the bed contemplating the 
unconscious fellow on the floor, and idly 
twirling the captured gun. 

 
HE next thing he knew, a uniformed 
State Trooper and two men he 

guessed to be Riverton detectives burst 
into the room. Skid looked up and coolly 
tossed the gun at the older of the two 
plainclothesmen. 

“There you are, Lieutenant. You can 
thank the lady. She beaned the guy with a 
vase.” 

The other detective turned the man 
over and after a glance at his face said: 
“One of Tony Panelli’s hijackers, 
Lieutenant. What’s he doing here, I 
wonder?”  

The lieutenant turned to Skid. “Did 
you bring a truck in from Plain City last 
night?” he barked. 

“Yeah. Nice trip. Nice scrap at Casey’s 
place, en route.”  

“What were you fighting about?”  
“Not a thing. A couple of drunks 

wanted a workout.” 
“Where’s the girl?”  
“What girl? Edna? She let you in.” 

Skid asked a question himself: “Say, 
what’s this inquisition about, anyhow?”  

“Nuts!” the lieutenant snapped. “Don’t 
try to pull that innocence on me.” He shot 
a glance at the newspaper on the bed. 
“You read the papers, don’t you?”  

“Oh. You mean this. I don’t know 
anything about this—what’s-her-name, 
Jensen, isn’t it? How should I?”  

The lieutenant tried a new tack: 
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“Who’s this gorilla?” he asked, poking the 
inert body on the floor with a shoe. 

“Well, Lieutenant, your man said it’s 
one of Tony Panelli’s mob.” Skid drew his 
private detective’s license from his wallet 
and showed it to the three men, adding, 
“I’ve been asked to go after this gang, and 
now it seems they’re after me. That makes 
it simple; all I have to do is sit here, and 
let Edna crown ‘em when they come to 
bump me. I’ll have to buy her some more 
vases, though.”  

The officer’s face remained skeptical. 
The trooper broke in, “Lieutenant Murphy, 
his story about the fight at Casey’s checks; 
that’s what they told us. This bird is a new 
trucker around these parts, but if he is 
tailing Panelli, and Panelli sends a man 
after him, that makes it click.”  

Out of the corner of his eye Skid saw 
the trooper give Murphy a significant 
wink. 

The latter’s suspicion seemed to leave 
him. “All right then, O’Neil,” he said. “If 
you can tag Panelli and make it stick, the 
Commissioner’ll be obliged. The guy’s 
been a pain in the neck a long time. We’ll 
take this rat along.”  

Skid watched them drag the man out 
and closed the door after them. He pulled 
the tiny pencil from his pocket and looked 
at it curiously. He hadn’t noticed before 
the trinket’s evident costliness; it was 
strongly made, and heavy, yet the 
engraving was delicate and skillful. 
Examining it minutely, he started, and got 
a small lense from another pocket. With 
the lense he could just read a line of tiny 
letters around the cap: ANTHONY E. 
PANELLI! 

 
O THAT was it! Probably the set-up 
was about like this: Panelli and his 

mob, scouting for a truck to knock over, 
had spotted the girl in the cab of Skid’s 
truck at the parking yard, had recognized 

her, and saw an opportunity for a snatch. 
Panelli had sent those men into 

Casey’s to start a fight and create a 
diversion, while Panelli had pulled the girl 
from the truck, and lost his pencil in the 
process. Later he had missed it, and had 
sent the thug to get the pencil and then 
bump Skid to shut him up. 

Skid, thinking hard, shook his head. If 
his guess was right—and it sounded 
reasonable—then he was in a jam. If he 
took such a yarn to the police, he would be 
accused of being Panelli’s fingerman in 
the snatching of the girl. 

To a suspicious cop his story would be 
so much eyewash. As it was, that trooper’s 
wink meant, of course, they were putting a 
tail on him, figuring the girl would be 
safer if he were free, and he would lead 
them to the hideout. 

It was a lucky break that the younger 
detective had called the rat one of Panelli’s 
hijackers. That had given Skid a stronger 
hunch that Panelli must be the man the 
Truckers’ Association wanted. But, 
between Panelli and the police, Skid’s spot 
would be too hot for comfort until Ursula 
Jensen was found, and Panelli’s mob was 
liquidated. 

Skid found paper and envelopes in a 
dresser drawer and wrote out all he knew 
and suspected. He pushed the pencil into a 
large cake of soap, covering it with more 
soap, and tossed the cake behind a pile of 
litter on the closet shelf. 

He went downstairs and gave the 
letter, addressed to the Riverton Police 
Commissioner, to Edna, asking her to mail 
it if she didn’t hear from him in twenty-
four hours. 

He strolled to the warehouse district, 
well aware of the detective following him, 
and killed a couple of hours helping to 
load his wagon and checking his manifest. 
When he came out of the warehouse office 
for the last time, the tail had dropped out 
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of sight, and Skid pulled his truck out of 
the terminal yard in a heavy rain. 

He stopped at Casey’s again, near 
midnight, but discreet questions brought 
no information about the girl, and he was 
boring through the storm a few miles 
beyond, before the weather really bothered 
him. A red-lanterned barricade blocked the 
road and a crudely lettered sign said 
“Bridge out.” 

He dropped out of the cab and walked 
forward to investigate—and wanted to 
kick himself when two men with rods 
appeared and barked: “Hands up!”  

One of the men got the lantern and the 
other took his gun and marched him to the 
truck. The first one climbed behind the 
wheel. Skid sat between them, a gun in his 
ribs. 

The truck bunted the barricade aside as 
the driver leaned out the window and 
yelled into the darkness, “Okay, Flo, come 
ahead.”  

Car lights flashed in the woods behind 
the truck and Skid pictured the girl from 
whose hand he had shot the automatic two 
nights before. The truck went on for ten 
minutes, turned off on a dirt road, then 
turned off this onto a little-used lane, over 
which it lurched and groaned for a few 
minutes, before stopping in the yard of a 
dilapidated old building on the bank of a 
stream. 

“Out,” the driver said. 
Skid got out, the gun always covering 

him. The yard was better illuminated now, 
by the lights of the car that had been 
following them, and he saw that the 
building was an old mill. He guessed that 
it was used as a storage place for goods 
from hijacked trucks. A girl got out of the 
car and stepped into the light. It was the 
same dame, Skid assured himself. 

The lights of both car and truck were 
turned off and the four people headed for 
the mill door. As the group paused at the 

door, Skid looked back at the truck, and 
with difficulty suppressed an exclamation.  

In a flash of lightning he saw a man 
climbing noiselessly out of the laced 
canvas backdrop. 

“Aha!” he thought, “So that’s where 
the copper disappeared to!”  

His captors, with flashlights, led him 
down into the cellar of the mill, along a 
short corridor lined with stolen tires and 
batteries, and into a stone-walled room 
with a solid-looking oak-beamed ceiling, 
and a lantern. 

 
ANELLI apparently had just finished 
a meal; he sat by a littered table in a 

corner, sipping coffee. He was swart and 
lean, with glistening hair, immaculate 
clothes, and slits for eyes. Two plug-uglies 
whom Skid recognized as the two drunks 
of Casey’s joint, sat with him, and off to 
one side a disheveled and dejected Ursula 
Jensen lay on a couch. 

She opened her eyes as Skid and his 
captors entered, and a spark of recognition 
flashed into them, but she said nothing. 

Panelli spoke to Skid in a voice as 
pleasant as the point of a fork scratching a 
plate. 

“Where is my pencil?” he said. 
Skid stood silent. 
Panelli got up and approached him. 

“When I ask you a question,” he grated, 
“answer me.” His open hand swung up 
and smacked Skid viciously across the 
face. “My pencil?” he repeated. 

“I lost it,” Skid said. 
Panelli’s cold eyes called him a liar, 

and his mouth said, “You know, you’re 
going to die. Tell me where my pencil is 
and you can die quick. Otherwise—”  

Skid replied calmly, “Oh, no, Panelli. 
Not tonight. I reckoned something like this 
might happen. A letter containing your 
name will be mailed to Commissioner 
Rankin by afternoon, unless I stop it. 
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Look—turn me loose, release the girl, and 
lam. I stop the letter and keep quiet. If you 
can’t see that, remember the pencil and the 
letter will settle your hash.”  

He knew well enough that all this talk 
would not interest the gang leader. But he 
was consuming time, and time was what 
he had to have. 

Panelli stared at him with basilisk 
eyes. “I hate smart guys,” he snarled. His 
eyes flickered at the man behind Skid. 

Skid, warned by the flicker and a 
movement behind him, timed the descent 
of the blow exactly, ducking and rolling 
with it just enough so that the gun, instead 
of crashing solidly on his skull, scraped 
along the side like an explosion of rockets. 
He slumped to the floor, stunned and 
dazed, but not out. 

Panelli let him lie, and turned to snap 
orders to his crew. 

“Muggs and Pete, back to Riverton. 
Make that fat Edna talk. Don’t come back 
without the letter—and the pencil, if you 
can find it. This smart lug must have left 
the letter with her. The pencil may be 
hidden in the truck. Jack and I will look, 
but meanwhile you boys scram.”  

The two men who had captured Skid 
went out. 

Panelli addressed the other two. “Trig 
stays here to watch this shamus and the 
blonde. If either makes a break—plug 
‘em! Jack comes with me and if the 
pencil’s in the truck, we’ll find it.” Panelli 
went out with Jack, and Flo trailed along.  

Skid had by this time regained his 
senses. He had purposely fallen sideways, 
and flung out an arm as he fell, so that he 
was resting on his side, with his face partly 
shielded by the outflung arm. He heard the 
water gurgling in the mill-race behind him, 
and cautiously opened one eye. 

Trig took off his coat, revealing a .45 
in a shoulder holster, and lounged at the 
table, indolently picking his teeth. 

Obviously, he could get his .45 into deadly 
action before Skid could even hope to get 
off the floor. 

The fine gravel and chaff of the dirt 
floor was hurting Skid’s cheek and he 
suddenly recalled a boyhood trick. Stirring 
a little, as a man does who is coming out 
of a daze, he managed to run out his 
tongue, invisibly, and pick up with it a 
couple of very small pebbles, like BB shot. 
Stirring again, he waited a moment, 
praying he hadn’t forgotten how to do it, 
and, controlling his facial muscles, ejected 
one pebble at Trig’s face, twelve feet away 
in the semi-darkness of the lantern-lit 
room. 

 
HE guard jumped, slapped his chin, 
and exclaimed, “Ouch! A hornet!” He 

snatched off his hat and slapped about in 
the air with it at the non-existent hornet. 

Skid thought, “I remember, all right,” 
and took advantage of the distraction to 
tongue up a mouthful of rubbish from the 
floor and after waiting a few minutes, 
began to toss and mumble. 

Trig came over, looked down at him, 
and was stiffening his leg to fetch Skid a 
kick in the head. Skid let one word escape 
clearly, among his groans: “Pencil.” Trig’s 
leg relaxed, and bending to hear better, 
rolled Skid on his back. 

Skid continued to mumble and 
groan—until he felt the thug’s breath on 
his face. Then, his tongue already burning 
with the lime pellets his saliva had 
moistened, he propelled his mouthful of 
rubbish into Trig’s eyes, forcibly. 

The latter cursed, and tried to rub his 
eyes and reach the .45 simultaneously. It 
didn’t work; Skid swarmed over him, 
yanked the gun from the holster and, with 
grim satisfaction, slammed the barrel 
behind the man’s ear. 

The thin bubbling in Trig’s throat 
assured Skid that the gunman was 
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finished. Stopping only to rinse out his 
mouth with a swig of coffee from the pot, 
he seized the lantern and pulled the 
gasping Ursula out of the room and 
upstairs. 

The outside door stood open and in the 
yard a pair of auto headlights shone on the 
truck. Panelli and the fellow called Jack 
were working in the glare, ripping open 
the truck seat cushions. Skid and Ursula 
stood behind the door, listening. 

“Chief,” a voice called from behind the 
car headlights. “Gas line’s okay. Must be 
ignition.”  

With a start, Skid recognized the voice 
of Pete, who had driven Skid’s truck to the 
hideout, and whom Panelli had ordered to 
go to Riverton. Straining his eyes through 
a crack, he saw the man working on the 
engine of the car, with Flo and Muggs 
hovering about. 

He gestured impatiently in the dark. 
The city detective he had seen dropping 
out of the truck had disabled the thug’s car 
before going for help. Now what? 

Four men and a woman, all armed, in 
the yard. If Skid started shooting, and 
failed to get them all, in the dark, he might 
get plugged himself, and Ursula Jensen 
would be spirited off again or killed with 
him. 

He led Ursula back downstairs, relit 
the lantern, and went frenziedly to work 
on the stored tires and batteries, repiling 
them for several minutes, but leaving the 
door clear, and explaining his scheme to 

Ursula. Then he blew out the lantern and 
led her back upstairs to the spot behind the 
outside door. He pulled her close, 
whispered in her ear. “This is it!” and fired 
the .45 into the floor. 

The boom of the small cannon 
reverberated in the old mill. The echoes 
had not died away when the gang from the 
yard dashed through the door behind 
which he and Ursula were standing, and 
piled downstairs. 

Skid slithered down after them, and to 
the open doorway where he saw their 
flashlight beams swinging about inside the 
room. He slammed the door, jerked the 
key tire of the pile he had previously 
arranged, and was just exulting at the 
tumbling crash when for the second time 
rockets exploded around his head, and he 
went out cold. 

He woke up to find his head pillowed 
in a soft lap and three State Policemen, 
with the Riverton dick, shining their 
flashlamps on him. 

“What happened to you?” one of the 
cops asked. 

Skid winced. “I forgot to duck when 
the battery I put on top of the pile carne 
down. Where are those rats?”  

The cop chuckled. “Inside, waiting for 
us to clear this blockade of yours.”  

Skid looked up at Ursula. “These cops 
might as well earn their pay,” he said. “I 
think I’ll keep my head in your lap for a 
while, if you don’t mind.” 

 


