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THE CAT’S MEOW

Welcome to Black Cat Weekly #30.

It’s been a busy week here at The Black Cat. Not only did I finish writing a new science fiction novel—my first in nearly 10 years!1—but we also launched a new Kickstarter campaign2 to fund the 2022 issue Startling Stories, our revival of the famous pulp magazine. So there were many wheels in motion.

Of course, we would never neglect Black Cat Weekly, and the team has put together a fabulous Issue 30.

This time, Darrell Schweitzer has unearthed his 1980 interview with Tom Disch, which is fascinating. Disch talks about writing his classic fantasy novel, The Businessman, among other things. As Darrell always notes, these old interviews fall “somewhere between oral history and paleontology.”

Lots of mysteries this time—including an originals by Elizabeth Elwood (thanks to editor Michael Bracken) and Jack Halliday (flash fiction). Barb Goffman has selected “Take the Hit,” by Nikki Dolson. And we have a short story by James Holding and a classic novel by Hulbert Footner. And no issue is complete without a solve-it-yourself mystery from Hal Charles (the writing team of Hal Sweet and Charlie Blythe).

On the fantastic side of things, Cynthia Ward has selected a great science fiction tale by Matthew Hughes. I’ve seen his name for years, but never managed to read anything of his until now—but I’m definitely sold. I'm going to have to check out more of his work. Great stuff. Plus we have stories by Larry Tritten, Richard Wilson, and a vintage ghost story—or is it?—by one of my favorite authors, Anonymous!

Here’s the complete lineup:

Non-Fiction

“Speaking with Thomas M. Disch,” conducted by Darrell Schweitzer [interview]

Mysteries / Suspense / Adventure

“One for the Road,” by James Holding

“MeToo Too,” by Elizabeth Elwood [Michael Bracken Presents short story]

“Take the Hit,” by Nikki Dolson. [Barb Goffman Presents short story]

“A Touch of Magic,” by Hal Charles [solve-it-yourself mystery]

A Self-Made Thief, by Hulbert Footner [novel]

Science Fiction & Fantasy

“An Odd Ghost Story,” by Anonymous [short story]

“To Tell the Phoenecians,” by Matthew Hughes [Cynthia Ward Presents short story]

“Turning Off,” by Larry Tritten [short story]

“If a Man Answers,” by Richard Wilson [short story]

Happy reading!

—John Betancourt

Editor, Black Cat Weekly




1 If you’re curious, it’s called The Things from Another World, and it’s an authorized sequel to “Who Goes There?” by John W. Campbell, Jr. With a new remake of The Thing coming, this seems like the perfect time to revisit John W. Campbell’s classic creations.

2 Check it out at the Kickstarter web site. The project is already fully funded (and then some), but we always welcome more backers. The campaign ends in mid April 2022.
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ME TOO TOO,
by Elizabeth Elwood

Is it my imagination, or are mysteries with homicidal narrators becoming as common as wasps at a picnic? I have read a raft of such stories lately, so in order to foil any suspicions that this is such a tale, let me state from the start that I was not the person who killed Jean Chisholm. I may admit to some of the characteristics of a killer: narcissism, an awareness of my superior intelligence, a sense of entitlement and ruthlessness in pursuing my goals. In my capacity as a theatre critic, I have murdered a few plays in my time. But Jean’s demise was not down to me.

Mind you, I can’t say I was sorry to hear of her death. The world was certainly not worse off for the loss of one more twittering ideologue. There are so many about these days that one hardly notices if the odd one drops off the tree. Jean became the queen of every new movement trumpeted by the media. No one tweeted with such indiscriminate fervor. No one spouted partisan positions with such a dearth of in-depth study to back them up. To be fair, I shouldn’t call Jean an ideologue, because her posturing was more about what was trending in society than a reflection of deeply felt convictions. She simply wanted the quickest path to obtain visibility and adulation from the public. I can say all this because I had known her since my university days, and even then, she had been the mistress of the slogan, the seeker of the quick return, the user of Cole’s notes, the assessor of what the professor wanted to hear so she could regurgitate it as needed. Originality was not in her repertoire. It wasn’t as if Jean had any actual talent, even if she did ultimately make her living in theatre and film. As a third-rate actress with a minor career, she would never have been noticed by the public prior to the advent of social media, but having discovered that insidious tool for self-promotion, there was no stopping her—until, inevitably, someone who felt the threat of exposure from her incessant online harangues, took the irrevocable step of pushing her off the balcony of her twenty-fifth-floor apartment.

I blame the Internet for the preponderance of Jeans in the world today. It has taken communication out of the hands of the most learned and released Shakespeare’s mob onto a much larger globe than his theatre, and the Jeans of the world have indefinite scope for their mischief. They can stir up so much more trouble, and with such speed. Nowadays, the world is their stage, where they can rage and accuse and hang people indiscriminately for everything from bad poetry to treason. Of all the millions of people that Jean reached through her verbal barrages, I suspect there were many who desired to silence her permanently. However, it was the onset of the MeToo movement that ultimately caused her death.

My wife, Sylvia, and I were drawn into the case because we not only knew Jean, but also had some past acquaintance with Brian Guildford, the prominent news anchorman who was accused of her murder. The connection went back a long way, for Jean was the person who had introduced me to my lovely wife. They had been in the same grade at West Vancouver High School and, as is often the case with two entirely disparate personalities, the two became firm friends. They both enrolled at the University of British Columbia in 1975, Jean in the Theatre Department and Sylvia working towards a Bachelor of Arts with the end goal of becoming a librarian. Under Jean’s prompting, Sylvia accompanied her to the auditions for the university musical society. The production that year was Brigadoon and Jean’s brash, if inapt rendition of “Hey Big Spender” along with her Barbie-from-the-neck-down twin peaks and stork legs won her the role of Meg, type casting as I thought later, having seen the voracious way she went through the young men on campus. Sylvia, whose bell-like, if untrained soprano had graced her church choir for many years, was chosen for the chorus. I was a grad student at the time, working on my masters in English and already a regular columnist for the Ubyssey, and as such, I was sent to review the show.

It was a good production, and I had no trouble writing a favorable piece. The Fiona was a fine singer who went on to have a professional career; her leading man was the future anchorman, Brian Guildford, who was another West Van High graduate. If only an adequate singer, Brian had exactly the right sort of cocksure personality to suit the visiting American he was playing. The secondary and minor roles were well cast, too, and the orchestra, under the direction of a graduate music student who went on to a career with CBC, was, to use my own printed words, “driven like an express train.” The dance numbers, under the expert tutelage of the well-loved lady who choreographed the BC Lions cheerleaders, were outstanding.

Amid all this expertise, however, what I remember most fondly about the production was the sweet manner of the chorine who handed Fiona a posy of flowers during her “Waiting for my Dearie” number. The young woman was standing in profile, her golden hair streaming out behind her, and the beauty of her features and delicacy of manner enchanted me. I normally never went backstage to socialize with the actors after a show, but given my glimpse of this ethereal Madonna and given the fact that I was prepared to write a good review, I accepted the director’s invitation to join the cast at the opening-night reception. I had no sooner arrived backstage, than I saw my Madonna standing, most inappropriately, with the man-eating Meg. Seizing my opportunity, I went over, introduced myself to Jean Chisholm and complimented her on her performance. Even Jean was not so lacking in good manners to omit introducing me to her friend, and from then on, it was a case of a steady courtship until the lovely Sylvia consented to be my wife.

Since this courtship, in its early stages, involved the occasional double date, I got to know and dislike Jean well. She was the very antithesis of the beautiful lady I had set my heart on. With her frizzy beige hair, pouty mouth and large blue eyes, Jean looked like Barbra Streisand stuck in The Way We Were last-reel mode, but her determination to be noticed was all Funny Girl minus the charm and humor. Jean was as brash and attention seeking as Sylvia was dignified and reticent; Jean was shallow and opinionated, whereas Sylvia was studious and reserved; Jean was recklessly promiscuous, while Sylvia was the epitome of ladylike behavior. To my irritation, the two continued to stay in touch even after their paths diverged, but it didn’t take a psychologist to understand the basis of the friendship. To Jean, my wife was the dull friend who acted as a foil to show off her own brighter personality. To Sylvia, Jean was a troubled soul who benefited from the friendship of someone stable and non-judgmental.

I had to admit that I, like Jean, have benefited from the kindly forbearance of my wife, and I suspect it is this quality in her that has enabled us to maintain a happy marriage for thirty-eight years. I may be anathema to the thespians on the receiving end of well-deserved barbs from my pen, but my wife and I co-habit harmoniously. I know I am not perfect, but I can claim to be a loyal and devoted husband. I save my darts for the world outside my own household. Sylvia is still lovely at sixty. She was a wonderful mother to our two children, is now an equally wonderful grandmother to our son’s boisterous twins, and is the gentlest, most cultured and amiable woman I have ever met. She tolerates my arrogance and opinionated outbursts, and steers me into docility with her sweet and temperate manner. I am a lucky man.

Brian Guildford had also seemed a lucky man. After graduation, he joined the world of broadcasting and quickly rose in the ranks. By the time he was forty, he was one of the country’s top news anchors, and over the subsequent decades, his name became a household word. He had a clever and glamorous wife, three talented and well-behaved children, and was one of Canada’s golden boys—until he joined the long line of men in public life who fell like ninepins in the wake of the MeToo movement. His troubles began when Suzanne Chan, a young reporter who had worked on his show, accused him of sexual harassment.

I flinched when I saw the headlines. Naturally, as a male, I was horrified at the wholesale vilifying of my sex that erupted when MeToo became a catch phrase for feminists who appeared to equate flirtatious remarks in the office with full-scale rape. Furthermore, having been married for thirty-eight years to a gentle and charming woman who had always had the ability to freeze unwanted admirers or inappropriate remarks with a dignified but frosty look, I failed to see the legitimacy of the minor complaints. While I find no excuse for the members of my sex who use power, physical or otherwise, to commit sexual offenses, I abhor the premise that all men are sexual predators and all women are victims. Suzanne Chan seemed to me the sort of woman who was very much capable of taking care of herself, so I was immediately sceptical when I read her story.

Although I had met Brian Guildford in the course of my UBC theatrical reviews, I had not known the man personally. Sylvia, however, had known him from high school, and she was terribly shocked when the story appeared on the national news. Both she and Brian had commuted from West Vancouver when they first started at UBC, so she had occasionally car-pooled with him during Brigadoon and again, for a while during the following year when they had both been cast in Sweet Charity. However, by then, Sylvia and I were engaged so the lure of the musical society was less appealing to her. That, combined with the mounting pressure of schoolwork, caused her to drop out of the show, and after that, she lost touch with him.

Funnily enough, we saw Brian again soon after Suzanne Chan’s accusation became public. We were attending an annoyingly over-the-top production of Noel Coward’s Private Lives that, as my review would later state, should have been kept private and not set loose on the public. During the interval, we saw Jean on the far side of the lobby in what appeared to be a tense conversation with Brian Guildford. It was easy to pick them out as they were both tall, and Jean always wore four-inch heels that accentuated her height. Judging by the way the frizzy beige hair was bobbing as she grilled him, Jean was itching to join the pool of barracudas thirsting for Brian’s blood. I wanted to go over and join them, but Sylvia, already distressed by the headlines, held me back. As we hesitated, the conversation by the bar was abruptly terminated. Brian Guildford turned away from Jean, stalked across the lobby and disappeared through the auditorium doors. As Jean left the bar, she spotted Sylvia and wove her way across to join us.

Having given Sylvia the obligatory hug, Jean eyed me combatively.

“I hope you’re enjoying the play,” she volleyed. “So much more depth and intensity than one usually gets with Coward. You can really feel the pain.”

“I agree. Noel will be writhing in agony.”

Jean dismissed me with a roll of her eyes and turned back to Sylvia.

“Let’s do lunch next week,” she said.

I let them ramble through their verbal date books until they fixed on a mutually compatible time, and then asked Jean what Brian Guildford had to say about his current dilemma.

Jean’s wide blue eyes became gun ports.

“Denied it, of course. What do you expect? He’s spouting the standard argument: Suzanne is resentful because she was overlooked for promotion.”

“Was she?”

“Yes, and totally unfairly. They gave the spot to a puerile jock whose brain is as muscle-bound as his torso. Suzanne refused to play ball when Guildford hit on her, so he’s got even through the job. Standard sexual harassment case and I hope she takes him to the cleaners.”

“Hopefully, the result will depend on some solid evidence and not mere he-said, she-said,” I countered.

Jean’s mouth narrowed and her jaw stuck out pugnaciously. Imagine La Streisand turned into a nutcracker and you’ll get the idea.

“Others will come forward,” she snapped. “Suzanne won’t be the only person he’s hit on. I know that from personal experience.”

“That I can believe,” I said—Jean’s reputation in college was liberal in the extreme—“but no matter how many come forward, you can’t convict without a trial, especially years after the event.”

“Payment deferred is still payment due. It doesn’t get cancelled.”

“Isn’t it better to put a man in his place on the spot rather than suffer in silence and dredge up the dirt later to administer retroactive punishment?”

“You don’t get it, do you?” said Jean. “Some women are so overwhelmed and brain-washed into thinking it’s their fault that they can’t speak out at the time. That’s what Me Too is about.”

“And due process goes out the window?”

Jean ignored me and turned to Sylvia. “Did Brian ever come on to you when you were car-pooling with him?”

Sylvia looked sad.

“He was always smooth and charming, but he never made a move. All those trips back and forth, I never felt threatened. I trusted him. I suppose it would have been different if I’d encouraged him, but I never did.”

“And that,” I interjected, “would be my question. Did Miss Chan actually encourage him in the hopes of that promotion? And would he have left her alone if she hadn’t made it clear that she wasn’t going to play? It goes two ways, you know. It’s never that cut and dried.” I threw in a quote for good measure:

Men are not angels, neither are they brutes,

Something we may see, all we cannot see.

Jean scowled suspiciously. “Where did that come from?”

“Robert Browning. Bishop Blougram’s Apology.”

“Oh well, Browning. There was another arrogant, domineering male for you. Right up your alley. You’re such a dinosaur, Jordan. I don’t know how Sylvia puts up with you. If she wasn’t so docile, she’d put you in your place.”

The chimes rang signaling the end of the interval and the end of our sparring match, so with a hug for Sylvia, Jean slithered away to return to her seat. Guiltily, I noticed that Sylvia looked pale. She hated it when Jean and I bickered. Sylvia is the least confrontational person I know, but Jean is wrong in saying that my wife’s docility is the reason she puts up with me. Sylvia and I are kindred spirits, and it probably stems from our upbringing. My mother was forty in 1950 when I was born, so she was old enough to be impervious to the sexual revolution of the sixties. I happened to like my parents, both of whom were supportive of my talents, and I had no difficulty ascribing to their codes of morality. Sylvia was raised by an even more elderly couple. Her parents were killed in an accident when she was two years old, so she grew up in her grandparents’ home. Her grandmother was a retired librarian and her grandfather a retired school principal, both already in their sixties, both loving, educated and nurturing, so she, too, grew up immune to the influences of the Sex, Drugs and Rock ’n’ Roll age. She is no prude—she was happily willing to anticipate connubial bliss once we were engaged—but she was never promiscuous and didn’t like the bed-hopping cult that erupted with the advent of the birth-control pill. Perhaps we are a pair of dinosaurs, but Sylvia and I are well suited and cohabit harmoniously, sheltering each other from the turbulent world around us and enjoying our cozy, cocooned existence.

However, it was impossible for our cocoon not to be invaded once Brian Guildford’s case became daily news. At first, public opinion was divided, and in spite of the initial assault on his reputation, Brian held up well. He continued to insist that Chan’s allegations were lies and nothing more than a vituperative attempt at revenge. Several voices began to clamor in his defense, and it seemed for a while that the tide was turning in his favor. His colleague’s credibility began to be questioned and by the time the story had run for a couple of weeks, it appeared that Chan was going to be discredited.

But then Jean Chisholm stepped into the fray.

I had early warning that the proverbial horse droppings were about to hit the fan, for Sylvia was dreadfully upset upon her return from her lunch date. Jean had made it clear that she was determined to expose their fellow ex-student and did not care what she had to do to achieve her goal. Two weeks later, she came out with her bombshell. This time, it was no mere charge of inappropriate behavior in the workplace. Jean claimed that Brian Guildford had raped her during their third year at UBC.

The incident, so Jean alleged, had occurred during December 1975. Jean and Brian Guildford had been cast in principal roles in the spring musical, this time Sweet Charity, and a reluctant Sylvia had been persuaded to go into the chorus once again. Sylvia didn’t really care for the subject matter or the style of music, another reason why she had been happy to drop out of the show. However, at this point, she had still been involved.

Rehearsals continued throughout the Christmas break, but when a heavy snowfall hit, the cast members who lived closest to the campus offered overnight accommodation to those who were stranded. Unlike Sylvia and Brian, Jean had left home and was renting a main-floor suite in a commodious heritage house shared with several other students. One of her housemates had gone home for Christmas, so Jean offered to put her two former schoolmates up for the night. Sylvia could occupy the missing housemate’s room, which was on the top floor, but Brian was relegated to the sofa in the communal living room. The only other occupants of the house were already in bed and asleep when the show people crept in. It was after midnight by the time Sylvia retired upstairs, and once she was safely ensconced in her quarters, Jean and Brian were the only two remaining on the main floor. Around one o’clock in the morning, Brian had come into Jean’s bedroom. His intentions were obvious, and from what I remembered of Jean’s performance on stage, let alone her later performances with assorted boyfriends, I can understand why he would have thought he was in with a chance.

However, here we were, forty-five years later, in the midst of a hot summer, and Jean was asserting that not only did sexual intercourse take place, but that it was definitely not consensual. Brian had refused to take no for an answer, and in spite of her struggles, had forced himself on her.

Jean’s story created a sensation, and Brian Guildford was suspended from his job pending an investigation into the charges. The MeToo brigade started in full force and the tweets escalated in ferocity as people took sides. I was appalled, but fascinated by the howls of the online mob. Poor Sylvia was simply appalled, and grew more depressed and withdrawn as the battle continued.

Then, five days after Jean’s accusations hit the headlines, she fell to her death from the balcony of her apartment.

Neither Sylvia nor I had any idea that morning of the terrible course the day was to take. We had given up discussing the controversy since it had started to cause division between us. My acerbic and skeptical remarks were not received well. Sylvia, for all that she abhorred the course Jean was taking, still felt she had to defend her friend. After an unusually tense lunch, I retired to my study to find the appropriate words to berate a director for a bizarre production of Arsenic and Old Lace that exterminated the subtle humor of the playwright. Sylvia, having cleared the dishes, set out for the mall.

It was August fourth, a hot, oppressive afternoon when the humid blanket of air was motionless and an impending storm could not have been any more assured if the pale mare’s tail draped across the ether had written the forecast on the sky. By three o’clock, only minutes after Jean’s fall had been witnessed by horrified bystanders on the street, flashes of lightning lashed the city, thunder roared, and the deluge began. Jean would have been delighted at the spectacle. Her exit drew a cataract of tears from above. Either the angels were weeping for her untimely end, or crying that they had to admit her to their realm. Either way, the elements conspired to give her a dramatic send off.

As I said from the start, I was not particularly sad over Jean’s demise. My wife, however, was devastated, and my concern was to console her and assure her that there had been nothing she could have done to avert the tragedy. In the passage of her life, Jean had embarked on many courses in the full knowledge that people were going to be hurt, and the fact that one of them had spiraled out of control and backfired on her was almost predictable. What was also predictable was the course the police took in investigating her death. It was only three days later that Brian Guildford was charged with her murder.

The case against him was cut and dried. Jean’s appointment book sat on her desk. It was open to August fourth and Guildford’s name was printed in bold black letters, along with the time of their meeting. Furthermore, Jean had told several of her acquaintances that she had set up an appointment for Brian to come and see her that afternoon. He could not deny that he had kept the appointment. He had been seen arriving at her apartment building by two witnesses who were leaving as he approached the entrance. They were regular viewers of his network and had recognized him right away. They had held the door for him so he could come in without using the intercom. Brian insisted that he had not actually entered Jean’s apartment, and that there had been no answer when he knocked on the door. However, when he returned to the main floor, he found pandemonium breaking out in the lobby. As the elevator doors opened, he saw a group of excited people, several of whom were on cell phones, and he could hear approaching sirens in the distance. He was faced with a mass of witnesses who could attest that Jean’s fall had happened while he was in the building.

Given his stature in the community, and given the fact that he was hardly a risk as a repeat offender, Brian Guildford was released on bail. His wife had taken their two children to Kelowna to stay with her parents, so other than their housekeeper who lived in a downstairs suite, he was alone in their West Vancouver home. Two days later, the housekeeper found him dead in the living room. He had taken an overdose of sleeping pills. The note beside him was short, but conclusive: I am so, so terribly sorry.

* * * *

Brian had good reason to be sorry, although, when the police closed his file, writing it off as suicide, they had it completely wrong. However, they were not wrong about his guilt in connection with the sexual assault. Brian deserved every bit of condemnation that had come his way, and probably a lot more, if time had allowed more women to come forward. Still, he was not guilty of murder. I knew who had killed Jean, but I had no intention of enlightening the police as to their mistake. I loved my wife far too much to let the truth come out. Goodness knows, it was enough of a shock when I discovered what had happened. I had no intention of letting a greedy, gossiping public make hay with the story.

I suppose I should have had an inkling that something was not right from the moment the accusations against Brian Guildford appeared in print. The headlines had stunned Sylvia. In retrospect, I can see that her distress had to have been spawned by more than distaste over the salacious news items about her college friends.

I learned the truth on the day of Jean’s death. The storm was still raging when Sylvia arrived home. The rain, pouring through the gutter and down-pipes, sounded like an express train. I was in my study, still working on my review, when I heard the front door open. I waited, anticipating the cheery cry, “I’m home, dear,” that usually followed my wife’s entrance. But there was silence. Feeling uneasy, I got up from my desk and went out into the hall. I was shocked by the sight that met my eyes. Sylvia was leaning against the wall, barely able, it seemed, to stay on her feet. Her coat was soaked from the rain and her hair lay in flat streaks against her cheeks and forehead. She scarcely seemed to notice as I helped her out of her coat and led her into the living room. She sank down on the couch and was still sitting there, staring vacantly at the mantel, when I returned with a towel to dry her hair. Gradually, in spurts and sobs, against the counterpoint of raindrops rattling against the window, the whole story came out.

Sylvia had not known about Jean’s meeting with Brian Guildford that day. However, while at the mall, she had received a call from Jean urging her to come over immediately. Sylvia went, not realizing that her friend was planning to bring her face to face with Brian. On hearing this, I was confused. Why should Jean want Sylvia there? Had Sylvia known of the incident at the time? Was she a witness?

But as Sylvia continued her tale, my bewilderment turned to horror, for it had not been Jean who had been raped on that snowy night in 1975. Brian had assaulted Sylvia. He had crept upstairs and come into the room she was occupying. She was not worried at first because she’d known him so long and, however flirtatious he’d been, he’d always taken her ladylike rebuffs in good spirit. By the time she realized that he was not going to take no for an answer, he had his hand over her mouth and had forced her into submission.

With a mix of comprehension and growing rage, I realized that much that had seemed strange at the time was falling into place. This was why she had seemed so stressed in the early months of the following year. This was why she had dropped out of the musical. Our engagement, the extra schoolwork, the dislike for the show itself—all those had been a cover for her true reason for leaving. She could not bear to face the arrogant brute who had violated her. She was ashamed and traumatized and she couldn’t tell anyone about what had happened, least of all me, who she knew valued her for the qualities that made her so different from her friend.

When Suzanne Chan’s accusations came into the public eye, all the terrible memories came rushing back, along with the fear of exposure. Sylvia’s shame and desire for privacy, if anything, was more ingrained after years of marriage and motherhood. How could she let her son and daughter hear the ugly details of what had happened to her? How could she stand the humiliation? Yet she felt badly about her silence, and when she met Jean for lunch, she let slip her feelings that Brian was probably guilty.

Thus, the mouse strolled into the cat’s basket. Jean knew her friend well. Sylvia would never damn anyone without proof of guilt, and Jean knew there was a story to be told. She refused to let up until she had heard every painful detail. The lunch became an inquisition, and the inquisition turned into a nightmare, for once Jean knew what had happened, she pressured Sylvia to go public. But no matter how hard she was pressed, Sylvia refused. Jean was outraged, and when they parted, they did not part friends.

Sylvia had been troubled by the outcome of the lunch, but she was shattered by what happened next. Not to be thwarted, Jean went ahead and publicized the story, substituting herself as the victim, knowing full well that neither Brian nor Sylvia could contradict her without the true details coming to the fore. Therefore, when Jean called Sylvia at the mall and summoned her to a meeting, she went in dread, not knowing how to deal with a situation that was spiraling out of control.

Perhaps it was the hot summer that was to blame. If only they had been inside the apartment, but Jean had set out drinks on the patio table on her balcony. Brian had not yet arrived, but when Sylvia realized that her friend was setting up a confrontation, she stood and tried to leave. Jean grabbed her arm and urged her to stay. Sylvia broke down and started to cry, but Jean, determined to make her see sense, took her by the shoulders and shook her vigorously. Sylvia thrust her away. And Jean, tottering backwards on her spike heels, toppled over the railing and fell to her death.

Sylvia had still been inside the apartment when Brian knocked on the door. She had waited until he moved away, and when she heard the sound of the elevator, she slipped out and hurried through the door of the stairwell. She had gradually made her way down all twenty-five flights and glided silently through the gathering crowds at the base of the apartment building. The cloudburst began as she walked to her car, but I think she barely noticed. All she could think of was coming home, of finding shelter, of returning to me.

Of course, once she had calmed down and come to terms with what had happened, she realized that she could no longer stay silent. Her dutiful nature came to the fore and she told me that she would have to go to the police. However, I urged her to wait. After all, why should my beautiful wife be dragged through the mud if there was another way to cope with the catastrophe? I’ve always been a proponent of people dealing with their own problems. One does not have to resort to the law at every turn.

So there you have it. Brian Guildford didn’t commit suicide. He was much too much of an egotist to do away with himself. The week after Jean’s death, I went round to his house to confront him. His waterfront home was sufficiently isolated that no one saw me arrive or leave. He was horrified to realize that I knew how he’d assaulted my wife. At first, he hemmed and hawed and tried to tell me it had been consensual, but he and I both knew Sylvia well enough to realize that his excuses were ridiculous. Ultimately, he seemed relieved to find that I was willing to settle for a note of apology without salutations or signatures. Silly man. As if that would satisfy me. But while he was writing, it was easy to slip the drugs into his drink. After what he’d been through over the past few days, let alone the trial to come, no one questioned the fact that he’d taken his own life.

Given my feelings for Jean, I hate to admit that she was right about anything, but she certainly was in this instance. Brian was an arrogant predator, and my wife was the classic victim. She had been raised to believe that women who did not want the sexual attentions of men refrained from getting into situations where they were potentially vulnerable. She was too ashamed to tell, felt guilty that she had somehow been responsible, and was afraid that those she loved would never look at her the same way again. So, Jean, I concede the point. Brian needed to be brought to account. Justice had to be administered.

As for my criticism of the plethora of homicidal narrators, I suppose I have to backpedal my position and admit, “Me too.” I may not have murdered Jean, but I did murder Brian Guildford.

ABOUT THE AUTHOR

Elizabeth Elwood is the author of six books in the Beary Mystery Series and many other short stories, one of which recently received a Derringer nomination. She has also written four plays that have entertained audiences in both Canada and the United States. Born in England, Elizabeth lives on British Columbia’s beautiful Sunshine Coast. Visit her website at elihuentertainment.com.
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“I LIVE TWO LIVES!”
by Jack Halliday

Questions.

Always the questions and it always seems that they will never end.

But then I remind myself that this is what therapy is all about. You have to “do the work” and that means answering questions: lots of them.

Time was, I often wondered if it was worth it, really worth all of the time, energy and attempt at self-revelation, and that, in front of a stranger one barely knows.

But later, as I dialed it back an emotional notch, and considered how the pluses far outweighed the minuses, I concluded that it was more than worth it after all.

* * * *

I suppose my urge to kill began when I was just a little boy, swatting flies, not killing them outright, but wounding them just enough to keep them from becoming airborne. Then, with the help of my trusty magnifying glass capturing and condensing the glaring sun overhead into a make-shift laser beam, I would watch them evaporate into opaque wisps of smoke, vying for supremacy over competing dust motes in their ascent into the azure sky above.

From there began an escalation into what some term the madness of becoming a cunning and creative psychopath. This mysterious individual is the creation of pen and screen, the subject of novelist and screenwriter, the outsider who shuns the subtle skills of interpersonal relationships in favor of the more private and personal pursuit of predator and prey.

The sum total of those whose lives have ended at my hand stands at thirty-three. A full, fine figure: a tribute to my treachery, a testimony to my tenacity in erasing what, to me, are the more unworthy and uninteresting elements of humanity. My victims are blights on the gene pool, defects and derelicts, losers and liars, posers and paupers, all.

It is difficult to describe the delicious procedure involved in choosing “whom” and “why,” when one has first ascended the inner throne in order to subsequently play the parts of judge, jury and executioner. Like Bonaparte of old, I have long ago crowned myself “emperor of erasure,” plying my terrifying trade at the expense of those whom others might deem worthy of both long and lasting happiness.

I determined at the outset that I would be an “equal opportunity murderer,” favoring neither color nor creed, gender nor grandeur, nor any other natural or genetic considerations. I simply enjoy disposing of—often in ingenious ways—those whom I consider unworthy of continuing to take up space on this whirling globe which is rapidly becoming overcrowded with sub-par specimens of the human genome.

By day, I am the antithesis of my alter-ego, looked upon by others, whose eyes are unable to peer beyond the outer trappings of conservative convention which I wear like a well-tailored suit, as a paragon of society, a sort of shimmering example of Darwin’s ideal.

But beneath the veneer of outward respectability, lurks the other “me,” Dexter’s “dark passenger,” replete with the demonic desire to end life, even as others aspire to protect it. I have been and remain the quintessential “enigma wrapped within a conundrum,” a puzzle with one missing piece, a question without an answer. And so, my killing continues. And that, despite this therapy that is part and parcel of my “other life.”

Occasionally, I become apprehensive about the practice of therapy, about too much self-disclosure somehow escaping into the ether, not unlike steam from a kettle which has been left too long on the stove. But the momentary lapse into fear, an emotion almost unknown to me, is quickly dispelled by the sweet anticipation of yet another opportunity to indulge my savage desire to exercise the near godlike quality of sovereignty over a stranger’s mortal existence. The tingling, tickling, sensation ascending my spine at the thought of ending the life of another is simply too precious and powerful to refuse to release. Yes, my therapy is a small price to pay for this.

* * * *

Finally, the letter arrives.

As I open it and read its expected contents, a soothing wave of relaxation passes through me. Before my inward eyes suddenly appears an almost infinite pool of possibilities; a plethora of people and places, facts and faces, serve to overwhelm me with the joyous anticipation of yet another stress-free period of selecting, stalking and slaying to come.

Anonymous friends and relatives of individuals I have yet to meet seem to crowd in upon me, nearly overwhelming me with their desire to join the ranks of the previous thirty-three whom have preceded them. I am nearly ecstatic.

The reason?

The letter reads, in part:

Dear Dr. Winthrop,

Congratulations upon your successful completion of the required series of psychological consultations. A certificate verifying the same will be sent to you under separate cover. This certifies you as a registered physician in good standing with this association and allows you to continue the practice of psychiatry in this state for the period of another three years following the date of this letter.
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A TOUCH OF MAGIC,
by Hal Charles

As Detective Erin Piper gazed around the nearly-empty Elk Creek Center for the Performing Arts, she thought how different the venue would appear in a few hours. Tonight was the evening the entire town had been looking forward to for months. After seemingly endless negotiations by the town council, Mysto the Magnificent had agreed to a one-night performance. Everyone hoped the event would put her town on the map as a must-see entertainment destination.

“Detective Piper,” said an approaching figure she immediately recognized as Harvey Channing, Elk Creek’s mayor, “am I glad to see you.”

“I got here as soon as I could,” said Erin. “What’s the problem?”

“Just that I’m going to have to cancel tonight’s performance.”

“I don’t understand,” said Erin. “I thought all the details had been worked out.”

“They had been,” said the mayor as Erin’s eye caught a slender man in jeans coming toward them. “Then the theft occurred.”

“What was taken?”

“My wand,” said the red-faced figure joining them. “It was given to me by David Copperfield and once belonged to the immortal Harry Houdini himself. It is irreplaceable, and I refuse to perform without it.”

“Detective Piper,” said the mayor, “let me introduce Brock Owens, better known as Mysto the Magnificent.”

“That wand has accompanied me to the capitals of the world,” said Owens, trying hard to stay calm. “To think that I would lose it in this out-of-the-way burg.”

“Now just settle down, both of you,” said Erin. “When did you realize the wand was missing?”

“I left it in the locked dressing room when we went to lunch,” said Owens, “and when we returned, it was gone.”

“Who has a key to the dressing room?” said Erin.

“Of course, Jessica Turnbolt, the Center’s director,” said the mayor. “And Tom Bratcher, head of maintenance.”

“Anyone else?” said Erin.

“Jennings Mace, the conductor of the town orchestra has a key since he performs so often in the venue,” said the mayor, “and we gave one to Mr. Owens.”

“I assure you I did not steal my own wand,” said Owens defensively.

“That leaves three keys,” said Erin. “I guess I’d better have a chat with the key holders.”

Before tracking down the first person of interest, Erin got a description of the missing wand: 13 inches long and mother-of-pearl white.

Erin eliminated Jessica Turnbolt immediately since the director had accompanied the mayor and Owens to lunch that afternoon and said she had her key with her at all times.

The detective found Tom Bratcher working on an air-conditioning unit toward the rear of the building. “Mr. Bratcher,” she said, flashing her badge toward the linebacker-sized man in overalls, “I’m Detective Piper, and I’d like to ask you a few questions.”

“About what?” said the maintenance worker. “I’m pretty busy getting ready for tonight’s big event.”

“What were you doing around lunch time?”

Bratcher turned a wench in his burly hands. “I didn’t have lunch, I can tell you that. Around 11:30 I picked up some tools from the storage room and headed out back to work on a garage door. You can ask Mr. Mace. He saw me leave the storage room and head outside.”

Erin found Jennings Mace standing in the orchestra pit at the front of the auditorium as several musicians began taking their seats. “Mr. Mace,” she said, approaching the tuxedoed figure, “could I have a minute?”

“Detective Piper, I can’t spare a moment, even for you. The curtain goes up in less than an hour, and the audience expects a flawless performance.”

As Mace reached for the conductor’s baton on the stand, Erin noticed a black smudge on his shirt cuff. “Maestro, I’m afraid your next performance will depend on your being able to form a band down at the Elk Creek jail.”

Solution

When Erin saw the smudge on Mace’s shirt cuff, she remembered that Tom Bratcher had seen the conductor outside the Center’s storage room, where he could have found some black paint to transform Mysto’s wand into a conductor’s baton. Confronted, Mace confessed that he had stolen the wand out of jealousy when the entire town had lavished so much attention on a one-night performance while taking his longtime service for granted.
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One for the Road,
by James Holding

Victor Jennings, idling down the Bahnhofstrasse in Zurich, decided on impulse to enter the antiquities shop. Gilded letters in graceful script traced the name Gallantier Freres on the small shop front.

Inside, Jennings found himself in a large, richly decorated salon, more gallery than shop. Heavy oriental rugs covered the floor. Niches, shelves and display cases, paved with blood-red velvet, contrasted dramatically with the stark, off-white walls and set off, with quiet elegance, the ancient objects exhibited upon them under the beneficent glow of hidden lighting.

These objects were of infinite variety, from a T’ang figurine to a Mayan stela, from shards of Hittite pottery to a broken-handled Mochica jug from the rainless littoral of pre-Inca Peru. With most of these antiquities Jennings was totally unfamiliar. He was confident, however, that Hugh Bascomb would recognize and rhapsodize over them all.

An elderly Swiss came forward to greet him. The man was short in stature, semi-bald. He had the high color of good living and the faintly obsequious yet complacent air of a man who sells costly merchandise to the very rich. He smelled discreetly of lime after shave lotion.

“May I serve Monsieur?” he asked in impeccable English, touching the fold of his gray ascot with a manicured fingertip. “I am Gervase Gallantier.”

Jennings said, “I’m looking for a gift for a friend.”

“A friend interested in antiquities, I presume?”

“Oh yes. Back home in Miami, he’s got a fairly famous collection of his own.”

Gallantier had heard this statement many times from Americans and was unimpressed. In his experience, American collectors usually had lots of money but very little taste.

He said politely, “Do you know where his major interest as a collector lies?”

“I’d say mostly Greece and Rome.”

“What kind of antiquities does he particularly favor?”

“Vases, weapons, jewelry, wine cups…oh, I don’t know, really. What difference does it make?”

“If you could be more specific, it might help me to recommend a suitable gift for him. Something he would prize as a worthwhile addition to his collection.”

“Oh! Well, the last time he showed me his stuff, he was very excited about a couple of gold and silver ornaments that supposedly came off a horse’s harness somewhere.”

“Do you remember what they were like, these ornaments?”

“Only vaguely. It seems to me they had mythological stuff on them—a three-headed snake, dragons with wings.”

“Aha!” exclaimed Gallantier, breaking into a smile. “Thracian harness plaques! Undoubtedly Thracian. So now we have something solid to guide us, Monsieur. Come look at this.” He took Jennings’ arm in a light grip and drew him toward the end of the gallery.

They halted before a velvet-lined niche which displayed in solitary grandeur a drinking vessel about ten inches high. It was shaped like a cow’s horn and fashioned of silver. The open end, four inches in diameter, was rimmed by a frieze of golden maidens engaged in trampling grapes. The lower, or pointed, end of the drinking horn consisted of a goat’s head, horns and forequarters, delicately worked in gold.

“This,” said M. Gallantier, “is a goat rhyton from ancient Thrace. A beautiful companion piece for your friend’s Thracian harness plaques. I have not the least doubt it would please him greatly.”

Jennings regarded the rhyton narrowly. He was no expert, but it did look to him as though the drinking vessel before him might have originated with the same artisans who had worked Hugh Bascomb’s harness plaques. Certainly, it was very beautiful, the silver horn softly burnished, the golden carvings exquisitely wrought. M. Gallantier was right: it would please Hugh Bascomb enormously.

Jennings said. “What will you sell it for, M. Gallantier? I know nothing about antiquities except that they are old…and usually very expensive.” He gave the antiquities dealer a half smile. “So lay the bad news on me, okay?”

Mr. Gallantier’s answering smile was positively incandescent. “In Swiss francs or American dollars?” he asked.

“Dollars, please.”

“Twenty-two thousand, five hundred.”

“Wow!” Jennings was honestly astonished. “That is expensive. Twenty-two thousand for an old drinking cup.” He peered more closely at the rhyton. “Furthermore, there’s a hole between the goat’s front legs!”

“That was intended for the wine to flow through,” explained Gallantier. “I assure you the vessel is a bargain at that price. It came into my hands only last week from Istanbul.”

“Turkey? I thought you said it I was Thracian?”

M. Gallantier murmured, “We must remember, Monsieur, that Istanbul was a Thracian city long ago. However…” He made a deprecatory gesture. “This lovely piece actually comes from a site in Bulgaria. It was unearthed by a workman digging a foundation for a state market building in a village fifty miles north of the Turkish border. So, of course it is Thracian of the third century B.C. I meant merely that it came to us from Istanbul after it was successfully smuggled out of Bulgaria.”

Gallantier drew a handkerchief from his breast pocket and patted his lips. “As a matter of fact,” he went on, “it was smuggled out of Turkey, too. In the bell of a tuba, actually.” He laughed, a thin echoless sound. “Don’t you find that amusing?”

“Hilarious,” said Jennings. “But twenty-two thousand dollars! And smuggled, at that!”

Gallantier turned sober at once. “I shall be frank with you, Monsieur. One reason for its high price is exactly that—that it is smuggled. It is, you must understand, illegal to export archeological treasures from Bulgaria or Turkey. The runner who delivered this rhyton to me thus demanded a stiff price, naturally. To which I have added only enough to allow us a small profit.”

“Well. How about getting the drinking cup into the United States?”

“You have no law against importing antiquities. Even smuggled ones.”

“I’d want you to ship it for me. Is that possible?”

Gallantier nodded. “Air Express, insured.”

Jennings made up his mind.

“It’s a deal then,” he told M. Gallantier.

Gallantier beamed. “Your friend is a lucky man to receive such a gift.” He began to write out a bill of sale in neat, banker-like script. “What is his name and address, please?”

“Ship it to Mr. Hugh Bascomb, Bascomb Construction Company, Miami, Florida.”

“Very well,” said Gallantier, writing it down. “Would you care to enclose a card perhaps?”

Jennings grinned. “Yes, I guess I will.” He scribbled a few words on the back of one of his business cards and handed it to M. Gallantier. “Send that along in the package.”

* * * *

Some days later, the Thracian goat rhyton rested regally atop a glass table beside the swimming pool of Hugh Bascomb’s home in Coral Gables. Hugh Bascomb himself lounged in a chair nearby, sipping a dry martini and gazing with unrestrained admiration and pride at the magnificent gift he had received at his office the day before from his old friend, Victor Jennings. He wished that his wife, absent on a visit to her sister, could have been there to admire the ancient drinking vessel.

A neatly uniformed maid emerged from the house. “A gentleman is asking to see you on a matter of business, sir.”

Bascomb took a sip of his cocktail. He smiled at the maid. “Business on Sunday? Who is he, Maria?”

“The name is Arbuthnot,” said the young, heavily-mustached man who had brazenly followed Maria to the pool patio. “I’m sorry to interrupt your happy hour, Mr. Bascomb, but I need to ask you a few questions, please. Important ones.”

Bascomb fixed him for a moment with the intimidating basilisk stare for which he had grown famous, then said, “All right, Mr. Arbuthnot. Sit down.” He turned to the maid. “Thanks, Maria.” She left them.

As he sat down beside Bascomb, Arbuthnot’s eyes went to the Thracian rhyton on the table. “What a beautiful thing!” he exclaimed.

“Yep,” said Bascomb proudly. “It’s a Thracian drinking vessel. Which reminds me. Shall I have Maria bring you a drink?”

“No thanks.” Arbuthnot leaned forward in his chair and held out a small leather folder. “I’m FBI, Mr. Bascomb. Local office.”

Bascomb was startled. “FBI? What have I done now, for God’s sake?”

Arbuthnot shook his head, smiling. “Nothing. I merely want to ask you about Victor Jennings. He’s a good friend of yours, isn’t he?”

“He is,” Bascomb acknowledged. “And why is the FBI interested in him?”

“We’re checking him out at the request of North-South National Bank.”

“Vic Jennings is a vice president of that bank. They know all about him. So why do you come to me?”

“Jennings is on his vacation right now, Mr. Bascomb, as you probably know, and we can’t seem to get in touch with him. We thought you, as a close friend, might be able to help us.”

Bascomb said, “Surely, he left his vacation itinerary at the bank with his secretary?”

Arbuthnot shrugged. “Apparently not all of it. Do you know where he planned to spend his vacation?”

“Sure. He’s moving around. Monte Carlo, Estoril, the Bahamas, places like that.”

Arbuthnot sent him a sharp look. “Mr. Jennings is a gambler?”

Bascomb grinned. “He likes to gamble, if that’s what you mean. Especially at roulette.”

Arbuthnot brooded. “He didn’t mention any of those places at the bank. He told them he planned to spend his time in Switzerland.”

“Aren’t a man’s vacation plans his own business?” Bascomb snapped. “Anyway, he was in Switzerland. Probably only between planes, but he was there.” Bascomb jerked a thumb at the Thracian drinking vessel. “He sent me that from Zurich.”

Arbuthnot sat erect with a frown. “That drinking horn?”

“Yep. Sent it to me as a present. It arrived yesterday.”

“From Zurich—you’re sure?” Bascomb nodded.

Arbuthnot was silent a moment, his eyes fixed on the rhyton. “You said it is Thracian? An antiquity? Doesn’t a thing like that run into pretty serious money?”

“Yep. Pretty serious.”

“But Mr. Jennings sent it to you as a gift? Would you care to venture a guess, Mr. Bascomb, as to what it might have cost him?”

“Don’t need to guess. The bill of sale that came with it said twenty-two thousand, five hundred dollars.”

Unexpectedly, then Arbuthnot smiled, showing regular white teeth fit for a TV commercial on toothpaste. “A very expensive gift, wouldn’t you say?”

“Sure. But what’s wrong with that? We’ve been close friends ever since college. The guy’s a bachelor, his money’s his own, he probably had a good session at Monte Carlo or wherever, and he thought he’d send me a present.” Bascomb smiled. “Maybe he was drunk at the time.”

“Is he a heavy drinker, too?” asked Arbuthnot quite seriously.

Bascomb snorted. “Oh, come on, Arbuthnot! What’s this all about? Has Vic made a boo-boo at his bank, or what? Why do you want to get in touch with him so desperately?”

“Because he has embezzled, the way we figure it, more than a million dollars over the past three years at the North-South National Bank, Mr. Bascomb…probably to finance, in the light of what you tell me, gambling trips all over the world.”

Bascomb stared at him. “You’re out of your tree if you think Vic is an embezzler!” he said angrily, but Arbuthnot noticed that his words lacked conviction. “A million bucks? How could Vic embezzle that kind of money?”

“Easy. He gets a commercial loan to some real individual approved by the bank. Then he gets a cashier’s check issued to that person. Then he converts the check to his own use.”

Bascomb nodded. “I see. Well, why not wait until Vic comes back from his vacation and ask him about it?”

“Because this time we’re afraid he won’t come home,” said Arbuthnot. “This time he’s loaned himself enough money from the bank for a permanent vacation.”

Bascomb put his martini glass down with a click on the table beside his Thracian rhyton. “Using whose name?” he asked, although he already knew the answer.

“Yours,” said Arbuthnot. “Which brings me to the other question I want to ask you. Does the Hugh Bascomb Construction Company have a half-million-dollar loan at North-South National?”

Bascomb’s expression was answer enough. “I never borrowed a nickel from North-South.”

“In that case,” said Arbuthnot, snapping open his briefcase, “will you examine the signature on this loan application and tell me whether you can identify it as yours? Take your time.”

Bascomb looked at the signature and shook his head. “Not mine. Not even a very good imitation.”

Arbuthnot got up to go. “Thank you, Mr. Bascomb.”

“Wait a minute,” Bascomb said. “Where do you suppose Vic’ll head for with that much of the bank’s money in his pocket?”

Arbuthnot shrugged. “Somewhere we can’t get at him, presumably.”

“To extradite him?”

Arbuthnot nodded.

“What do you think his chances are of getting away with this thing?”

“About ninety percent, I’d say. Based on the statistics of such frauds.”

“In that case, I guess I ought to tell you something,” said Bascomb.

“Yes?”

“Vic admitted to me in writing that he’s guilty.”

Bascomb reached out an arm and plucked Jennings’ card from the bowl of the drinking vessel. “Here it is.” He handed the card to Arbuthnot.

Dear Hugh:

Herewith a small expression of my thanks for the use of your name.

Yours,

Vic
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