THE GREAT TARANTULA HUNT – by Burt Barrows
Prunella had stopped to look at a new outfit in the window of Maggie's Frock Shop. Still in sweats from her morning run on River Road, she was debating going in for a closer look when Jimmy Pitts, her cousin's son, brought his bicyle to a sliding stop tight behind her. Startled, she turned around just as Jimmy, face flushed with excitement, shouted.

"Pppppruny, the ccccccops are llllooking ffffor yyya!" Jimmy only stuttered when he was excited. She patted his cheek affectionately and said,

"Calm down, Jimmy, the cops always know where to find me." This was a fair, if somewhat misleading, statement. Since Prunella was Mayor of Riverdale, it was only reasonable that the police, at least the Riverdale police, would know where to find her. Jimmy wasn't about to calm down, the news was too exciting.

"Bbbbbut, Ppppruny, thththere's a dddddeadly ssssspider llloooose......" Jimmy was saved further explanantion when one of the two Riverdale police cars pulled up at the curb in front of The Frock Shop. Sergeant Rod Murphy leaned across the front seat and rolled down the window.

"Pruny, Wilbur uhhh the Chief wants to see you. We got a problem." Prunella thanked Jimmy for bringing the message and got into the car. She asked the Sergeant what was happening but his only answer was that she had better talk to the Chief. Chief Wilbur Wright was just leaving the station when Sergeant Murphy pulled into the parking lot. He thanked her for coming and together they walked back into the station and down the hall to the Chief's office. The Chief looked worried and Prunella, fearing the worst, asked him what had happened.

"Now, Pruny, I don't want you to get all worried, but......" that statement alone was enough to get her all worried and, visualizing a crime wave hitting the town, she said,

"What is it, Wilbur? What has happened?" He told her.

Earlier that morning, while Prunella was out jogging, Officer Knowles had spotted a car driving erratically, not speeding, in fact the driver was only driving 5 mph when the officer gave him the red light and siren. The driver was highly agitated and had not only refused to get out of the car, but had refused even to roll down the window so the officer could talk to him. After further interrogation through the closed window, Officer Knowles had learned that there was a tarantula loose in the car, that the tarantula was a pet and that the driver was not going to open the car door until he found the tarantula. 

The Chief had told Officer Knowles to stay with the man and had sent Murphy to find Prunella. Puzzled, Prunella asked him what he expected her to do. His answer got her all worried again when she had just decided the situation was humorous.

"My first thought was to tell Knowles to just let him go and get him out of town fast, but then I got to thinking what if the damned...uhh excuse me, Pruny...what if the spider is already loose in town. There'd be hell to pay if he bit someone...I understand tarantulas are highly poisonous...so I decided I'd better talk to you. Frankly, I don't know what to do." This coming from Chief Wright, was quite an admission. The Chief always knew what to do.

Prunella pondered, thought about talking to Aunt Milly, but didn't see that there was anything Aunt Milly could do. She decided to talk to the spider man. The chief agreed and the two of them climbed into the back of Sgt. Murphy's car. When they got to Elm and Central, Knowles had turned off his flashing red lights and they saw him sitting rather dejectedly, parked behind a red Pontiac Grand Am. The driver of the Grand Am greeted Prunella with a look of surprise, not quite understanding what her connection to the Riverdale P.D. might be.

She suggested he roll down the window and he shook his head vigorously. No way he was going to roll down the window. Through the window she asked him if he wanted to get out of the car. He flushed and the look he gave her answered her question. She suggested they all drive down to the police station where she would watch the car as he got out and if the spider came out at the same time, wasn't that what he wanted? He nodded and the red Pontiac, police cars in front and in back, made its way to the police station parking lot. Prunella watched carefully as he got out of the car, but no spider.

Inside the station, after he had taken a potty break, the driver informed them that his name was Robert Fairbanks and that the tarantula was ten years old and his name was Cedric. Cedric was not poisonous and the Fairbanks children, 8 and 10, had grown up accepting Cedric as part of the family. They would be devastated if he showed up at home without him. Under Mr. Fairbanks direction the two police officers searched his vehicle. No Cedric. Back to Elm Street. This was a needle in a haystack problem. Cedric might have been a big arachnid, but his size was of no consequence as compared to a city block. Prunella and the two officers went along more to apprise the town people of the situation than with any thought of finding Cedric.

Their first big break came about two o'clock that afternoon. Terry Shinoda,, clerk at the Riverdale Lodge, phoned to say that a Dr. Ezra Peabody, Professor at the State University, had checked out about noon. Terry had helped him load about 20 boxes of spiders into his car. It seems that Dr. Peabody had spent two weeks every year for the last three years, gathering spiders in and around Riverdale. Terry clearly remembered that the professor had been excited about a specimen he had just collected that morning. Asked what the spiders looked like,Terry could only remember that some of them were "pretty big." Mr. Fairbanks insisted on speaking toTerry and asked if Dr. Peabody's specimens were alive or dead. Terry's answer that most of them seemed pretty much alive was enough to set them off on the trail of Dr. Peabody.

Chief Wright personally phoned the police in all the small towns between Riverdale and State U, giving them a description of the vehicle, a grey Volkswagon Jetta, and the license plate number, asking them to hold Dr. Peabody "for questioning." At 3:20 they got a call from the 

Hollander P.D. The suspect had been apprehended and was being held at the Hollander Police Station for questioning, "awaiting your direction before taking further action." Chief Wright, Prunella and Mr. Fairbanks took off for Hollander at once.

The "questioning" was disappointing for all concerned. Professor Peabody was mad as hell and mentioned more than once an important faculty meeting that he was missing. Disappointing to Mr. Fairchild because Professor Peabody had explained, in exhausting detail, that his interest was in orb weavers, of the genus Araneidae, not tarantulas, of the genus Therasophidae, a totally different kind of spider and one not likely to be found in this locale. Just to make sure, Mr. Fairbanks looked at the professor's collection and agreed that Cedric was not there. Prunella stepped in to try to soothe Professor Peabody who was talking law suit "big time."

Prunella had remained in the background during "the questioning." For the professor it was the first time he had seen her up close. For Prunella it was the first time, since her teen years, that she had seen a man who excited her. Peabody was probably in or close to his forties, with wavy dark hair greying at the edges, a strong jaw line, brilliant blue eyes and an athletic figure. Prunella, in her thirties, had long blonde hair, blue-purple eyes, peaches and cream complexion and a body that was fit because she exercised regularly. Even in her sweats, which she had never had time to change, her body lines were not lost on Dr. Peabody. There was a long silence as each appraised the other. Neither seemed to have anything to say. Chief Wright broke the impasse.

"Well, I guess there isn't any reason for holding Dr. Peabody any longer," turning to the Hollander Chief of Police, "do you have any objection to letting him go? Dr. Peabody broke in before the Chief had a chance to answer, "let him go? let him go? as if I were a common criminal. Oh no, you don't! I'm not going to let you get off that easy." He remembered that he was mad as hell and started gathering up steam again. Prunella interrupted his tirade.

"Oh Professor, I feel so bad about this. We were only trying to solve a problem and we didn't mean to make things difficult for you." The professor looked startled, "We?, you keep saying we, where do you come into this?" Prunella explained to him that she was Mayor of Riverdale. He was impressed, "Mayor? Aren't you a little young to be Mayor?" Prunella thought it best not to get into a discussion about age.

"Well, I am Mayor and anything that happens in Riverdale is my responsibility. Can't we discuss this?" He looked at his watch and said, "I'll be late but I can still make my faculty meeting. Maybe I can drive up this weekend and we can discuss it." She agreed that would be a good idea and he took off. On the way back to Riverdale Prunella was unusually quiet. The Chief started to say something but changed his mind. Prunella was thinking about the ensemble she had looked at in Maggie's window that morning. "Perfect!" She decided to buy it as soon as they got back.

There was quite a crowd gathered at the station when they pulled into the parking lot. A chorus greeted them as they got out of the car, "They found it, they found it, the spider's been found." They pushed through the crowd and into the station where they found a half dozen or more of the townsfolk, gathered around Officer Knowles and little Jimmy Fleming. Fairbanks pushed through and before he got to Jimmy, something white and hairy jumped onto his shoulders. He put up his hand and Cedric moved off his shoulder and onto his hand. Everyone crowded in to see the spider that had caused so much commotion. No one had ever seen a spider like this one before.

Cedric was big, so big that he almost covered Robert Fairbanks' hand. Velvety white in color with long white hair all over its body and with black spots. Its eyes were big and, as people crowded in closer, it cringed and covered its eyes with its front forelegs. 

"Please, please step back," The relieved owner pleaded, "He's frightened," and he stroked Cedric's back. They all stepped back and Cedric uncovered his eyes much like a small child peeking out to see if he was safe. From the back of the room they heard a female voice say, "He's beautiful, absolutely gorgeous!" There were noises of agreement among the crowd and Prunella, totally fascinated, nodded agreement without taking her eyes off of Cedric. She turned to Fairbanks.

"May I hold him, please?" Fairbanks shook his head then relented when he saw the pleading look in her eyes. Silently he handed Cedric over to her. She took the arachnid in both hands and the crowd started to close in again. Cedric, frightened, covered his eyes and Prunella asked them to please step back. She looked at Cedric and marvelled at his beauty. She had forgotten completely that ever since she was a child she had been afraid of spiders. Now, as she admired the lovely specimen she held in her hands, she was wondering how she might get one for a pet. Silently, she handed Cedric back to his owner. Fairbanks, looking into her eyes, murmured softly, "He has that effect on people." She nodded. 

In the meantime those waiting outside were crowding in to see their little visitor and Chief Wright decided it was time to restore order. He ordered everyone out of the room and when they were all outside, told the Sergeant and Knowles to let those who had been outside in, five or six at a time, so they could see Cedric. Prunella, while this was going on, was getting the story from Jimmy about how he and Cedric had happened to meet.

Eight year old Jimmy had been playing in front of his house on Elm Street when a man in a red car drove up to the curb and asked him how to get to Highway 12. He had told the man, as best he knew and the man had sat there for a few minutes longer, checking his map, before driving off. Just as the car pulled away from the curb something had landed on his shoulder. Startled at first he had brushed it off, but it jumped back on his shoulder. At this point Fairbanks broke in to say that his eight year old son and Cedric played together constantly. Jimmy had not associated Cedric's arrival with the car, thinking that Cedric had jumped out of the big elm tree. By the time 

he had heard of the big tarantula hunt, Prunella, the Chief and Mr. Fairbanks had been on their way to Hollander.

With all of the townsfolk back to their normal routines, Mr. Fairbanks and Cedric on their way home and the two police officers back on duty, Chief Wright agreed with Prunella that it had been "quite a day," but he was worried.

"That doctor fella is pretty mad. Looks like we're going to have a law suit on our hands." Prunella, thinking of herself in the new outfit from Maggie's, shook her head, "I don't think so." 

The Chief looked at her hard, but could detect no sign of concern, in fact, he thought, she looked a little dreamy-eyed. He shook his head.

"Hope you're right, but I wouldn't count on it. I still think there is going to be hell to pay." Prunella's only answer was a slightly dreamy smile. The Chief, wondering what had gotten into her, thought to himself, "I still think there's going to be hell to pay." As it turned out the Chief was right. 

It was Friday morning. Prunella had just walked into the office when the phone rang. She picked it up, answering, "Mayor's office." It was a man's voice, deep and resonant.

"May I please speak to Mayor Pitts?" Prunella felt the back of her neck tingle.

"This is Mayor Pitts"

"Ez Peabody here, Mayor, I'm calling to....." She interrupted him with, "Please call me Prunella." There was a pause, then he continued, his voice a little softer, "err, Prunella, I'm afraid I have some bad news." Her heart pounded and the sense of euphoria that had spread over her vanished.

"What is it....Ez?" What he had to say made her remember Chief Wright's foreboding of doom and gloom. It happened that Professor Peabody had arrived at the Faculty meeting thirty minutes late. When he explained why he was late the President of the Faculty had been enraged. Ezra had tried to calm him down, but the President had insisted on going to the Chancellor of the University. The Chancellor, without giving Ezra a chance to explain further, had called in their legal eagles who were now in the process of preparing a law suit, in which unlawful arrest was only a minor part, against the city of Riverdale, Chief Wilbur Wright and Mayor Prunella Pitts. 

They had further instructed Professor Peabody, under threat of dismissal, not to have any contact with the defendants. In fact, by making this phone call he was placing his position with the University in jeopardy. Prunella, shocked and upset, assured him that no one would ever find out from her about his call. She told him how terribly sorry she was that this had happened and he allowed as how he should never have said anything about the incident. The phone call ended with the two of them, now co-conspirators, vowing they would find some way out of this 

dilemma. But how? Prunella went to Aunt Milly, not because she expected Aunt Milly to solve the problem for her, she didn't see how anyone could do that, but because Aunt Milly was her port in a storm and this storm was out of control. 

Aunt Milly, who had heard all about the big tarantula hunt by now, tried to comfort her, but Prunella, so recently at a high emtionally, had plunged to the depths. She was beyond comforting. Aunt Milly decided to let her cry it out. As Prunella sobbed, Milly wracked her brain to think of some way she might help. There seemed no way out of the fix they were in. She assured Prunella she would give it her best thought, dried her tears and sent her on her way. Prunella dreaded telling the Chief about the latest development, but could see no way out. She got in her car and headed down the street toward the police station.

Chief Wright listened and nodded. He'd been expecting this and started to tell her so, but decided not to when he saw how upset she was. Instead, he tried to comfort her,

"Now, Pruny, it can't be all that bad. We got through the Shadberry Festival with a whole skin and, by g...glory, we'll get through this one." Pruny tried to smile, but the smile just wouldn't come. At that point the phone rang and the Chief reached over to pick it up while Prunella blinked back the tears that were about to start again. The Chief handed her the phone, "It's Milly." Aunt Milly hadn't solved the problem, but she had made at least one step toward a solution.

"Pruny, I talked to Bet McGuire," Bet was one of Milly's childhood friends who had moved into the rest home just before Milly. "I remembered that her boy Ralph had some connection with the University. Turns out he's a member of the Board of Regents. She called him and told him about our problem. He hadn't heard about it yet and is driving up tomorrow. Bet says don't worry. She's sure Ralph will fix everything. He probably will, too, I had him in the fifth, or was it the sixth?, grade. He seemed like a nice boy."

Prunella was stunned, then delighted, then apprehensive. She told Chief Wright about Ralph and the Chief remembered that they had been in scouts together. His own concerns lifted 

as he recalled some of the experiences he had shared with Ralph. He smiled and Prunella smiled. Suddenly everything seemed brighter. Tomorrow they would know for sure.

Saturday morning, a little before noon, a long black limo with State plates on it, rolled into town and came to a stop in front of the rest home. A uniformed chauffeur got out, walked around to the curbside and opened the door. A very distinguished looking, tall, grey-haired man got out, turned and said something to someone in the car, then went into the rest home. A few minutes later the phone rang in the Mayor's office. It was Aunt Milly.

"Pruny, Ralph is here and he want's to talk to you and Chief Wright. Now don't you worry, he says everything is going to be all right. He wants to talk to his mother for a few minutes 

then he'll come down to your office." As soon as Aunt Milly hung up, Prunella called the Chief and told him the news. He said he would be right over and was there in less than five minutes.

Ralph McGuire arrived about ten minutes later. Unable to contain their excitement, both Prunella and the Chief were at the curb when the chauffeur opened the door and Mr. McGuire got out. As he stepped to the curb, he turned and Ezra Peabody got out of the car. Prunella let out a little cry of joy then stifled it,

"Oh Ez, aren't you going to get into trouble?" Regent McGuire answered for the professor.

"Don't you worry, Miss Pitts. Professor Peabody was ordered by the authority of the Board of Regents, to accompany me on this trip. He didn't have any choice. Come to think of it he didn't object, either." The big man laughed and they all walked into city hall.

An hour later their problems had dissipated. After the member of the Board of Regents had heard the whole story, he laughed long and hard, then told them there would be no action taken on the part of the University. There was still business to attend to back at State U, but Mr. McGuire had that well in hand. It happens that the Chancellor, in calling in the legal department, had overstepped his authority. It was mandatory that all such matters be discussed and voted on by the Board of Regents before any action could be taken. 

Ralph McGuire left the meeting to pick up his mother and Aunt Milly to take them to lunch. The Chief, humming an old army tune, went back to the station to tell his officers the good news. Prunella, wishing she had worn her new outfit that morning, asked Ezra what his plans were. He allowed as how he'd like to get a room at the Riverdale Lodge but wasn't sure if there was bus service back to State U. on Sunday. Prunella's cup ranneth over and she assured him that she would drive him back to the university the next day.

Prunella dropped him off at the lodge and turned her Chevy toward home. There was a lot to do. She had to shower and she had just remembered she had to take up the hem on her new dress if she were going to wear it that night when they went out to dinner.

