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THE CAT’S MEOW

Welcome to Black Cat Weekly.

I tried off and on for nearly a decade to track down the rights holder for the Charlie Chan novels; the fellow had retired, shut down his company, moved to Florida—and vanished, as far as I could tell. Finally, I’m happy to be able to reprint Earl Derr Biggers’ third entry in the classic detective series here, Behind That Curtain, as it just entered the public domain this year. 

But the highlights don’t stop there! We have an original mystery by Travis Richardson (thanks to acquiring editor Michael Bracken), a great modern mystery by Ashley-Ruth M. Bernier (thanks to acquiring editor Barb Goffman), an original science fiction story from Robert Lopresti (best known as a mystery writer), and Diana Deverell’s “Payback is a Bitch,” which was named a Distinguished Mystery Story of 2018 by Otto Penzler. And, of course, we have our usual assortment of classic science fiction, as well as a solve-it-yourself puzzler from Hal Charles. Good stuff!

Here’s the complete lineup:

Mysteries / Suspense / Adventure:

“Last Stop, Cozyville!” by Travis Richardson [Michael Bracken Presents short story]

“The Poker Chips Clue” by Hal Charles [Solve-It-Yourself Mystery]

“Rise” by Ashley-Ruth M. Bernier [Barb Goffman Presents short story]

“Payback Is a Bitch” by Diana Deverell [short story]

Behind That Curtain, by Earl Derr Biggers [novel, Charlie Chan series]

Science Fiction & Fantasy:

“When the Aliens Left,” by Robert Lopresti [short story]

“Nightmare Tower,” by Sam Merwin [short story]

“Travelogue,” by Roger Dee [short story]

“Requiem,” by Edmond Hamilton [short story]

Mating Center, by Frank Belknap Long [novel]

Until next time, happy reading!

—John Betancourt

Editor, Black Cat Weekly
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LAST STOP, COZYVILLE!,
by Travis Richardson

Part 1: A Psychopath’s Fantasy

When I received the invitation to stay in Cozyville, this quaint little town in the middle of nowhere America, I let out a deep, contemptuous laugh. Me, in a small town? How absurd. Yet as I perused through the pamphlet of this homely bed and breakfast next to a tranquil lake, I knew I had to go to indulge in the complete ridiculousness of the situation. The proud proprietors, a dopey-looking husband and wife on the pamphlet’s back page, looked so sweet and demure, I felt a pleasurable tingle throughout my body imagining the sheer joy I would have torturing them to death in front of each other. The disbelief and horror in their eyes, the promises to love the other until they could no longer speak. What immense fun it would be. The pamphlet also listed a dozen precious little craft stores and eateries. My brain flew into a tizzy thinking of all the vulnerable Cozyville citizens believing that they lived in safety and security. I would be their reckoning. A wake-up call to the contented and naïve. You are not in control of your lives. I am.

The brochure had been sent to Dr. Nathaniel Graham, a professor of Paleontology who was on sabbatical when we met. I assumed his identity, and he became worm food (at least those parts of him that were not so tasty) in his Pasadena backyard. And please, give me some credit for the irony of burying a paleontologist’s bones in his own yard. Fortunately, Dr. Graham was a recluse known for traveling to far off destinations for months at a time. I told his neighbors with an affected German accent that I was Dr. Töten renting the professor’s house while he was on a six-month dig in Mongolia. To everybody else, I was Professor Graham. Skulking around random bars at closing time and even a few concert venues, including the Rose Bowl, I was able to satiate my desires for murder and human flesh. To be honest, it was a bit too easy. Just as it had been in New York, London, and Paris. With ten million random people, it was easy to indulge my desires in complete anonymity if I was careful.

Looking at the brochure again, I felt as if this insignificant town had issued a challenge. I chaffed at the citizens’ entitled sense of security. They mocked me with their too pure, too clean pastel-on-canvas lives. I needed to add black shadows and splashes of crimson across their happy Bob Ross landscape. Of course, I would be suspected, but I knew I could pull it off. It is hard to get caught when exercising extreme caution and precise planning. Taking Graham’s credit card, I booked a flight and then a train to Cozyville.

The plane flight was annoying. The only airline from LAX to Cozyville’s nearest city was a carrier that herded folks like chattel. No first class. No business class. No class at all. Enduring the corny jokes by sugar-coated attendants, I understood for the first time why supposedly “normal” people went on shooting rampages. The ugly hoi polloi disgusted me. I sat next to an obese man who sold insurance and liked to hunt deer—a dumb, docile creature without the intelligence to defend itself. The imbecile said he was returning from a conference and kept trying to sell me life insurance. I would have bought any policy he had just to shut the chatterbox up. But nothing seemed to stop his nonstop, insistent rambling. I exacted my revenge later in the airport restroom. He may still be sitting in the toilet stall, strangled with his own necktie.

The train ride was quieter. I was surprised that when a few people inquired about my destination and I replied “Cozyville,” they kept their distance. Strange. But at least I had the quiet that I craved. For no reason, except boredom, I smothered an elderly man while he slept.

I was the only person who disembarked at the Cozyville station. A sign hung over the lobby entrance that read “Welcome to Cozyville: Home of Happy Endings.” I smirked, wondering if the town fathers had ever heard of the services dirty masseuses offer for a few extra bucks. What a town of bumpkins. As if reading my mind, the proprietors of the Bed and Breakfast, Sally and Dick Marston, walked up to me. Like the picture, she was lean and tall, and he was bald and pudgy.

“You must be Professor Graham,” Sally said.

“I am.”

We shook hands and Dick took my suitcase, nearly toppling over from the weight.

“What are you carrying in here? Bowling balls.”

The couple laughed and I joined in with my own inauthentic, yokel guffaw.

“Come on, let’s walk down Main Street,” Sally said. “You’re going to love our little town.”

I felt my lips spread as I tried to make my hungry smile look benign. Much like the Grimm Brother’s Big Bad Wolf trying to disguise itself as an innocent grandmother.

So how can I explain downtown Cozyville? It is like somebody took a Thomas Kinkade painting and made it ten times quainter. Vibrant. Little stores with cute names lined the brick-paved street that led down to a lake where the charming two-story Victorian bed and breakfast inn stood. Shop owners popped their heads out of the doors. It’s as if they had a sixth sense or smelled my out-of-towner scent.

“This here is Constance Caston,” Sally said, introducing me to the owner of the All Tied Up yarn shop.

The little round woman with alabaster white skin and an overgrowth of red hair pressed her soft warm hand into mine. All I could think of was vellum. Yes, her skin would be marvelous for a handwritten memoir. I promised to stop back before I left, and yarn would be the last thing I was interested in.

Next, I met Cozyville’s candy maker, Georgina Sweet of Sweet Stuff. Aromas of cinnamon, chocolate, and burnt sugar filled the air. I didn’t know if I was salivating more over the fine confections that lined the display cases or the supple, petite body of Ms. Sweet. She had her hungry eyes on me as well. Regardless, I had a feeling that I would taste both soon enough.

Dog Eared Books’ shy but pleasant owner, Trisha Read, apologized for not having many paleontology tomes.

“Most people here prefer mysteries,” she said, self-consciously tucking a lock of blond-turning-white hair behind her glasses.

That was fine by me since I really couldn’t talk in depth about dinosaur bones. I either made facts up or if the questioner knew something about the science, I would let them explain what they knew and confirm it before walking away. I was impressed with Trisha’s wonderful collection of true crime books. More than a few of the unsolved murders memorialized in these tomes included my handiwork, and Trisha’s name would someday be added to that category.

We also visited a florist, a cupcake maker, a soup specialist, a “vintage” second-hand shopkeeper, and a beauty salon owner. They all had the following odd similarities:


	The shops were all owned by women thirty-five and older.


	Ranging from plump to petite, all of them were diminutive compared to my six-four frame.


	They were excited to see me as if I were their first customer in years and made me promise to return.


	They had no customers in their shops.


	Except for cats that seemed to roam in every store, they had no employees.




Overwhelmed and nearly cross-eyed from all the delectable possibilities, I became irritable at these ladies’ openness and naiveté. It would be so easy to knock off any of them without a witness. Just lock the front door, flip the open sign to closed, and get down to business. Where was the challenge in that?

The only exception to the above five observations was at our final stop before the B&B, the Cozyville Café. Wendy Allgood, who worked behind the counter and was physically flawless, lived up to her name. The curly haired, thirtyish brunette shook my hand with a grip as strong as all the other women combined. Standing at my eye level, her brown eyes were alert and ready. I sensed a streak of cynicism in her and I liked it. She probably had a strong BS meter that I set off. This caused a dilemma, should I kill her first or earn her trust while killing off the others? Making a dupe of a cynic-turned-advocate after they discover the truth woefully too late was a delightful game I had played before.

Allgood also had an employee, Kip. A nervous college-aged boy who seemed on edge, he cooked and cleared tables. When I was introduced to him, his face paled, and he dropped the tray of dishes he was carrying. I had unnerved him somehow as he scurried off to fetch a broom and a mop. Strange.

Lastly, there were two customers at a booth inspecting me with inscrutable glances. One was a short bald man with an egg-shaped head, twirled mustache, and a three-piece suit from the last century. He wore a sour look of contempt. The other customer was an elderly lady with a pile of white hair who knit while sipping her tea. She studied me with a kind smile, but hawkish eyes.

Walking to the inn with Sally and Dick prattling on about how they became hotel owners, we passed the town fountain with a statue of some man in a deerstalker hat. Suddenly I had the uneasy sense of being watched. Upon reaching the porch of the Victorian, I glanced up the street and saw all the shopkeepers standing outside. They tried to look casual and busy—adjusting an awning, watering a flowerbed, unnecessarily sweeping a litter-free sidewalk. Instinctively and very much out of character, I raised my hand and waved. They all enthusiastically waved back. For the first time since I was a child, I felt deeply creeped out.

The interior design of the inn was eighteenth-century Americana kitsch. Prints of landscapes and Revolutionaries on horseback hung on the walls with red, white, and blue quilts draped over rocking chairs and sofas. While Dick heaved my bag up to my room, Sally offered a bottle of Chardonnay and a plate of cheese. I said yes and took them from the table, heading up the stairs before she could protest. I couldn’t stand another minute of the Marstons’ pointless jabber. I might accidently slaughter them out of anger before I devised a perfect strategy to knock off all Cozyville’s inhabitants. That would make me sad, as planning and fantasizing the kills were often as good as, if not better than, the act itself. I craved some personal space to figure out what made this peculiar town tick.

I nearly dropped the bottle upon entering my room. Despite the lock, I had snapped on my suitcase, Dick had unzipped it. His fat grubby fingers dug through my personal effects.

“What are you doing?”

Dick looked hurt. “I—I’m just putting up your clothes.”

I slammed the suitcase lid shut. “I would rather do that myself. Thank you very much.” I stood by the door, my arm extended with a plate full of cheese and crackers. The crackers trembled. I was restraining myself, trying not to kill him. Not yet. “Please leave,” I said through clenched teeth.

“Yes, sir,” Dick said, shuffling out the door like a scolded dog with its tail between its legs.

I needed to cool my emotions. So, I peeled off the wine bottle wrapping and took out a ceramic scalpel that I had packed between my shirts. Using the flat back end of the instrument, I shoved the cork down below the neck of the bottle. I took a long deep swallow not unlike a wino or an Appalachian hillbilly. The wine was subpar, but it steadied my nerves. If there’s one thing I’ve learned in my career of life taking, it’s that you must always keep calm. Never ever let anger or any emotion get the better of you. That’s the secret of my longevity.

Part 2: Amateurs’ Delight

After hiding my implements of murder (a wire for strangling, a syringe with a paralysis formula labeled insulin, a switchblade knife also with a ceramic blade, several pairs of latex gloves), unpacking my clothes and a bocce ball set (I was on holiday after all), and finishing the wine with a preservative-filled, yet tasty almond-coated cheese log, I fell asleep. I dreamt with glee of all the murder and mayhem I would have in the upcoming days. A knock on the door awoke me with a start. My head ached terribly, and the morning sun streamed through the windows. I couldn’t believe that I had slept so soundly as it was usually difficult for me to succumb to sleep in strange environs. Perhaps I felt the same warm-blanket sense of security that these simple-minded folks feel?

“Professor Graham, are you ready for breakfast?” Sally asked behind the door.

I wanted to shout, “Bugger off!” but the aroma of bacon and other tasty scents wafted through the cracks of the doorway.

“I’ll be downstairs shortly,” I said.

Minutes later I arrived downstairs wearing a humble cardigan and sensible slacks. A pipe would have completed my stereotypical professor-on-holiday getup. In the dining room, a table was set with a tremendous amount of scrambled eggs, bacon, cinnamon rolls, and fresh fruit. There was enough food to feed a battalion.

“Is anybody else coming?” I asked, taking a seat.

“Nope. You’re our only guest,” Dick said, pouring me a cup of coffee. “Why do you ask?”

I spread my hands out to the feast in front of me. “Isn’t this a bit much for just one guest?”

He scratched the back of his head as his brow knit. “Well, I suppose we don’t quite know your appetite yet and who knows, we might have some uninvited guests.”

Bemused, I stuffed a napkin into the collar of my shirt and filled my plate with savory and sweet delectables. The first forkful of egg hovered by my mouth when the front door flew open. Wendy Allgood stumbled inside, her wide eyes full of fright and tears.

Sally and Dick jumped from the table and cried in unison. “Wendy, what happened?”

“I…it’s…Kip. He’s dead.”

“My dear Lord,” Sally gasped, her fingers touching a strand of imitation pearls.

“Where?” Dick asked.

“The fountain.”

“What happened?” I asked.

“I—I don’t know. It might be an accident, but he might’ve been…murdered.”

The Marstons gasped in horror.

Outraged, I slammed my fork down and stood. I had a competitor in town. “Let’s go see the body.” Then something escaped my lips that I had never once said in my life. “Perhaps there will be clues.”

The four of us scampered out of the inn with an urgent, but dignified jog. I saw a leg dangling from the base of the fountain. Townsfolk hurried from their shops toward us. Word must have spread immediately.

Kip’s torso lay submerged underwater. With a quick, casual observation, it looked like the boy stepped up on the ledge and slipped, hitting his head on the monument of the tall, thin man holding a magnifying glass, and drowned. At least that is what the murderer wanted it to look like. I had a tingling sensation that something didn’t fit right. I sensed that malfeasance had been at play. There appeared to be a gash on the young man’s head, as best as I could see through the rippling water. Seconds later, all the shop owners had converged around the fountain. They gasped in horror and comforted Wendy with kind words about the deceased. A bit maudlin, but understandable for this small town. If they only knew the horror that was in store for them.

“Look over here!”

We all turned to see Constance, the yarn shop owner, holding up an empty bottle of wine. Despite the mild weather, she wore mittens. A good way to avoid unwanted fingerprints, although the grip would be precarious compared to the latex gloves I use. Then I noticed that it was the same brand of Chardonnay that I drank the previous night. Grape Press Wines. Sally gasped, her hand covering her mouth as she shot an accusatory glance my way. Which was funny because I may have given her a similar expression.

“Is that blood?” Wendy asked.

We all gathered closer for a look at the bottle. The base of the green bottle had a smear of crimson with a few short, sandy colored hairs.

“That’s just like Kip’s hair,” Trisha Read said with a gulp.

A sudden whoop-whoop startled all of us and Constance fumbled with the bottle, her mittened hands unable to reestablish purchase. Out of pure instinct, my hands shot out with cat-like precision. I caught the bottle before it smashed against the cobblestones. More accurately, I caught the evidence with my bare hands. Fingerprints and all.

“Oops,” Constance said as her round cheeks reddened.

I would make her pay, severely.

Grimacing, I desperately wanted to wipe down the bottle, but a police officer emerged from his battered cruiser, the source of the alarming noise. Pale and shaky with bloodshot eyes, he was a rummy who no longer cared to keep the appearance of sobriety. He staggered towards me as the women and Dick parted. He looked at me, then the bottle, and finally the kid in the fountain. His eyes came back to me, and he sighed, shaking his head with more resignation than anything else.

“You’re new in town?” he asked.

“Yes, sir. I arrived yesterday,” I said, hating the subservience in my voice. I’d make the cop and all these witnesses suffer for witnessing this humility.

“Figures.”

“This is the murder weapon, Chief Reynolds,” Constance said, pointing at the bottle still in my hands. “It seems that Kip was sitting on the ledge of the fountain when somebody snuck up behind him and bashed him on the head.”

“Here is the bottle,” I said, offering it to him. “I didn’t mean to touch it. It’s that—”

Reynolds held up his hands. “Just set the bottle down where you found it and everybody, please, for the love of God, country, and apple pie, back away from the fountain. This is an active crime scene.”

With great reluctance, the townsfolk backed away. Reynolds shuffled back to the car and opened the trunk. Before he pulled out a roll of evidence tape, I saw him take a nip from a flask and swear to himself.

I felt the urge to run, knowing that nobody could catch me. Even if Reynolds pulled out his service weapon, I doubted he could hold the sites straight on a target, moving or still. Trisha Read and Constance Caston helped him lay the police tape on the cobblestones.

I turned to Betty Bouquet, a thin septuagenarian florist with a daisy in her hair. “Are there any other officers to help the chief?”

“Oh, no,” she said as her checks flushed. “Not any longer anyways.”

“Why is that?”

She gave me a wistful grin. “Too many stories to tell.”

“Literally,” Georgina Sweet said. “If you only knew all the mysteries that happen here…”

She licked her lips. An act that I might have found erotic yesterday now seemed eerie. Other women nodded their heads with mischievous grins. Chief Reynolds took photographs of the fountain, the bottle, and the body. He then called the coroner—who, I found out later, lived in the next county—to come over, before addressing us.

“I don’t think I have to tell you folks that this is a crime scene, and nobody is to cross the tape. This is a restricted area. Am I clear?” The assembled group gave half-hearted nods as if participating in a routine drill. “Also, I don’t want any of you all to leave as I’ll need to get testimony from each of you as it seems that everybody made it to the crime scene before I did.” Again, with the nods.

“Chief Reynolds,” Dick said, raising his hand. “Sally and I made a whole mess of bacon, eggs, and cinnamon rolls. While you’re waiting for the coroner, would it be alright if you and everybody else came over to the BnB for a bite?”

Reynolds shoved his hands in his pockets and gave an aw-shucks shrug, although his mouth looked like an animated wolf salivating. “That’d be alright by me if you’ve got some extras.”

“Of course, we do,” Sally said.

The lot of us walked to the inn. The food had been waiting for us, untouched and inexplicably still warm. I must admit I was a little uneasy sitting at a table with people I barely knew, burdened with the knowledge that most likely one of my breakfast mates was a murderer. Except for the chief, the rest of them wore expressions of intense concentration mixed with genial politeness and a smidgeon of glee. All of them! The motors of their pea-sized brains churned while looking at me and the others, scanning for telltale signs. Even Wendy Allgood seemed to have forgotten her sorrow and entered the role of amateur criminal psychologist. For all my experience as a mass murderer, I could not determine who among us was the killer.

We were on our second round of helpings when the coroner arrived. Chief Reynolds took a last swig of coffee—which he had earlier spiked under the table—and then ambled out the door. It was as if the group had silently counted to three in unison and then rushed to the picture window simultaneously. I couldn’t help but follow. We watched as the chief and the white-jacketed, plastic-rim-spectacled coroner talked to each other much like actors in a silent film. Big expressions and movements: pointing to the fountain, shaking of heads, a shrug, and more headshakes. It looked as if the coroner’s lips mouthed the word again.

“He’s going to pull out the body,” Trisha said with relish.

“We should get a closer look,” Georgina said.

With that, all of us piled out the front door and gathered around the edge of the crime scene tape.

“Really?” the coroner said, glaring at the group with unfiltered contempt. “Why can’t you all just let us work in peace for once?”

This struck me as odd. It sounded like murders were commonplace in Cozyville. The coroner and Reynolds hefted the waterlogged body out of the fountain and into an open body bag on a wheeled stretcher. From the sluice of water that accompanied the corpse, a folded-up piece of notepaper washed onto the cobblestones. All of us bystanders’ eyes widened. Neither the chief nor the coroner noticed.

“Excuse me,” I said, wanting to draw Reynolds’ attention to the note. I have no idea why I wanted to be a helpful citizen for the first time in my life.

“Shhh,” Betty Bouquet hissed, punching me in the stomach with so much force that she knocked the air out of my lungs. “We need to see that clue before the chief bungles up the investigation. Geesh.”

Several indignant “yeahs” were muttered around me.

Chief Reynolds turned toward me, stepping on the note. The crowd gasped. “What is it, Professor?”

I was still catching my breath from the gut punch. “Nothing,” I managed to croak out, shooing him away with my hand. I made a silent oath that Betty would now be my first victim once things settled down.

The policeman rolled his eyes and then helped the coroner roll the body across the cobblestones to his wagon. All of us kept our eyes on Reynolds’ right boot, cringing as the black rubber sole crushed the clinging note, step after step. The coroner drove off while Reynolds bagged and tagged the wine bottle/murder weapon. The note still clung to his foot.

“Now I’m going to need statements from you all,” he said, addressing us with all the authority he could muster. “I’ll start with Wendy. So, either go to your shops or the inn and I’ll come get you.”

Wendy walked with the chief to his car. Nobody else had moved, still hoping that the note would dislodge. It finally fell free when Reynolds stepped into the squad car. As the cruiser drove to the next block, I sensed that weird silent three-count happening again. Suddenly everybody broke into a wild sprint. I did too. I couldn’t help myself. I had to find out what was written on the note!

Sally grabbed the letter first with a painful, headfirst slide. Her bruises were in vain as Trisha Read plucked it out of her hand only to have Georgina Sweet snatch it away with her sticky, toffee-coated fingers. Dick tried unsuccessfully to grab her, but the candymaker slipped past his arms as he tumbled to the ground. Trisha Read tossed a handful of bookmarks on the cobblestones causing Georgina to slip and fall. Bending over, Trisha seized it, but shot up straight after a knitting needle was rammed into her derrière. Constance Caston caught the tumbling note from Trisha’s outstretched hand and turned into a face full of fertilizing chemicals sprayed from a bottle by Miss Betty Bouquet.

At this point, I stepped into the comedy of errors, ready to use my brawn and end this farce once and for all. But when I grabbed the boot-soiled, water-soaked, folded stationary, a few sheets thick, Betty Bouquet would not let go. She had a grip like a vice. I tugged and she tugged back. Not giving an inch. Then more fingers grabbed the drenched rectangle. Sally, Constance, Trisha, and Georgina each had their polished nails firmly grasped on it. We heaved and pulled in various directions. I swore, wishing I had brought my switchblade. The scalpel in my sock would not do. Suddenly the letter tore, and we all ended up on our tushes with soggy fragments of paper.

Across the street, the man with the twirled mustache and bowler hat from the café led the elderly woman with the pile of white hair and hand-knit shawl along the sidewalk. They looked at us with sad, disappointed faces. Shaking their heads, I swear I heard the man say “Idiot amateurs” in a French accent. The woman patted the man’s arm and whispered something to him as they continued their walk. Feeling a rare sense of insecurity, I hoped she said something positive about us, but knew that it would not be more than a condescending, “they’ll learn to get along someday” sort of line like we were children in a playground.

We looked at each other, ashamed over what had just happened. I looked at my torn segment of a clue, and five others held theirs. At best I had a sixth of the content. I needed to see what everybody else’s papers had. I could only do that by either killing them or… (I gulped, feeling an odd sinking sensation) I would have to share my information and work together with this silly group of amateur detectives. I gave myself some solace by promising myself that I would kill them all later.

Dick, who managed to not get a scrap, said, “Why don’t we all go back inside and see if we can piece these fragments back together.”

We hobbled back to the inn with bruises, scratches, and wounded pride, keeping our heads down in shame. At the long breakfast table, we unfolded the wet pages. There were three sheets total with blue ink. Some of it had smeared and block letters appeared on both sides. After several minutes of negotiation and a round of coffee, we decided to lay the scraps in the center of the table and piece the letter together. This did not go smoothly as pages were mixed up and the paper was translucent so that ink from both sides could be seen.

“We should wait for it to dry,” said Constance.

“Or we could dry them out quicker in the oven,” Sally said, running into the kitchen.

Against my better judgment, I relented my scraps with the others, which were laid on a baking sheet in three rows. I could make out a few important words and phrases like “fake,” “stolen,” “meet me,” and inexplicably, “Batman.”

We stood around the oven waiting for the paper to dry at 400 degrees, a temperature at which books should not burn…according to Ray Bradbury. It did not take long for the letter to dry as the paper turned white and edges began to curl. Sally, donning Star-Spangled oven mitts opened the oven door and pulled out the sheet. The heat from the oven was intense as we were all crammed in the kitchen. It looked like, despite the chaos, the contents of the letter were intact and legible, even with Chief Reynold’s black boot print. Was it a blackmail note? A love letter? We were about to find out.

“I’m feeling hot,” Georgina said, opening a side door.

Before anybody could say stop, a powerful gust of wind sent the scraps of paper tumbling end over end. Some fell to the floor, others into the sink and counter. A few fluttered into the oven, singeing into black-brown crisps. Everybody panicked trying to grab the crispy shreds, which caused Sally to overturn the tray and dump all the remaining paper pieces onto the floor.

People glared at Georgina who apologized profusely. “I’m so sorry, I just couldn’t stand the heat.”

“Well, you should’ve got out of the kitchen,” Betty said, with unmasked hate.

I grasped my hands behind my back with extreme vigor to keep myself from grabbing a long steel blade from a nearby block of knives and letting my aggression out on Miss Sweet. She moved ahead of Betty Bouquet on my first victim list.

We gathered all the random scraps and dumped them on top of the breakfast table. We began assembling them while debating the veracity of the linked pieces. A sentence could read “I never want to see you again” or “I never want to eat red meat” or “I never want to swim in the ocean.” All three scraps fit together, but which went with which? While we debated, Wendy returned, and Dick left for the police station.

Georgina asked Wendy what happened.

“He asked me questions about Kip, which I honestly couldn’t answer much since he kept to himself. Then we looked at the room Kip was staying at over the restaurant.” It seemed that Kip had arranged to help at the diner for room and board and tips.

“Did the two of you find anything?” Sally asked.

“Nothing really. Kip didn’t have much. Just some clothes, a couple of paperbacks, oh, and a locked briefcase.”

Everybody’s eyes widened on the last item.

“Was it a combo or key?” Georgina asked.

“Key lock.”

“Too bad about Mr. Atkins,” Trisha said.

The group nodded their heads ruefully.

“Excuse me, but who is Mr. Atkins?” I asked.

“He was our local locksmith. God bless him,” Constance said.

“He was electrified to death when he unlocked his door one evening,” Sally said.

“It was made to look like an accident, but Trisha discovered it was murder,” Betty Bouquet said with a sour look on her face. I couldn’t tell if the bitterness was about the murder or that Trisha made the discovery.

“Oh, it was nothing, really,” Trisha said, waving her hand with obvious false modesty. “It seemed fishy to me from the beginning. We were supposed to believe that Mr. Atkins left a lamp on in the morning that was knocked over by his cat, and that the afternoon rain seeped through the front door to the exposed and active bulb causing him to get jolted to death when he put his key in the lock. Geesh. See, I knew better because Mr. Atkins was super energy conscious, always turning off the lights when he left his house, and he’d only had one overhead light on in his store.”

“What about the rain?” I asked, sensing that meant something.

“Same thing. He didn’t have a drafty spot in the entire house. Every window and doorjamb were as tight as they could be. He always looked for ways to pinch pennies.”

“So, who murdered him?” I asked, wondering how somebody would go through the trouble of setting up a crazy scheme like that.

“Ned Pierce,” Betty said, shaking her head like somebody had released gas at church. “Didn’t see that one.”

I shrugged, confused. Why on earth would I know a Ned Pierce?

“Ned was the ticket master at the train station,” Trisha said. “Seems that Ned suspected Mr. Atkins was breaking into his station and stealing his tickets. Crazy loon.”

“Who is the ticket master now?” I asked, remembering that the station was empty when I disembarked the previous day.

I encountered expressionless faces. The front door opened, and Chief Reynolds walked in followed by Dick. The inn’s co-owner gave me an anxious wide-eye look that seemed to both apologize and accuse. The amateur detectives quickly hovered close to the front of the table, blocking Reynolds’ view of the evidence. He stared at us for a second and shook his head. I felt that if he were not indoors, he would have spat on the ground in disgust.

“I’m not even going to bother to ask what nonsense you all have going on,” he said. “Professor, would you mind coming with me back to the station.”

I felt a chill go through my bones. For all the murder and mayhem that I had created, I have never been inside a police station.

“May I ask what this is all about?” I asked, using an indignant, professorial posture. I knew that we were all going to be questioned, but with the look that Dick gave me, I felt I should know what accusations I was up against before I voluntarily followed Reynolds.

“I need to ask you questions about your relationship with Kip Berney.”

“Relationship? What relationship?”

Reynolds smirked with raised eyebrows as if were holding a royal flush. “Kip was your student, professor. I verified that much from your college.”

I reddened as the audience around me simultaneously gasped. I never felt as guilty in my life as I did then. Had Kip sent the brochure to lure me here? What did he think when he heard my name? I remember he dropped the plates and look scared. Had I known that he and the deceased professor had a connection, I would have killed Kip that night without a doubt. But I didn’t do it. I was totally innocent.

“B…but…” I stammered. “I’ve had hundreds of students in my classes. This is all a mistake.”

“Professor, we can talk here in front of everybody, or we can talk back at the station with some privacy.”

I took in the suspicious glares from the townsfolks. I was no longer one of them, but a prime suspect. I did not like this position at all. I had to save face.

“I have nothing to hide, Chief Reynolds. Anything you have to ask me, you can ask in front of my, um, colleagues.”

Reynolds shook his head with a sly grin as if saying, “fine professor, we can play this way.”

“Kip was your teaching assistant for two years and he traveled with you on some digs in Montana. It seems the two of you had an…inappropriate relationship which caused you to almost get fired from your position and take an extended sabbatical.”

“What?” Georgina exclaimed above the other shopkeepers’ shocked voices. My mouth hung open without a word to say.

“Shall we go to the station now, Professor Graham?”

I nodded and on shaky legs followed the chief to his cruiser.

Part 3: Cozyville’s Secret

From the rear seat of the police car, I started to think of ways to kill the chief and get out of town. I had the scalpel in my sock and the strangling wire on the inside of my belt. I could steal his car, empty the rest of Professor Graham’s bank account, and switch to a new identity. But once we left the idyllic Main Street and drove the next two blocks, my mind was completely blown when I saw the rest of Cozyville. Abandoned and boarded up houses and shops filled the streets. Overgrown weeds and decaying structures followed one after another. None of this was featured in the brochure. It looked like the Apocalypse ravaged all Cozyville except for Main Street.

“What happened here?” I asked.

“The demise of this once beautiful town is a long, crazy story,” the police chief said with a mournful voice. I waited. “I don’t care to explain it now. Perhaps when we’re inside.”

When we pulled up to the police station a few blocks away, I was taken aback. The front was an old limestone façade from the early 20th century with “Cozyville Police Dept.” etched into the stone, but the rest of the building seemed to take up an entire block city. It was as if somebody snatched the entrance off the old police building and glued it to a four-story windowless brick warehouse. Reynolds parked next to the front doors. No other cars were on the street.

Reynolds opened the back door of the car, keeping his distance with his hand hovering near his service weapon.

“Come on now.”

Perhaps I could have bolted or tried to distract and then disable him, but my brain was too discombobulated to be fully effective. I’m wise enough to know better than to attack a cop when I’m distracted. So, I walked ahead into the police station. A phone rang off the hook as we entered.

“You going to answer that?”

“Nope,” the chief answered.

He led me through the two-chair reception area and through the door marked private, which was mindbogglingly unlocked.

“Don’t you keep your door locked?” I asked.

“Nope.”

He led me down the hall past a processing room and restrooms to his office. I had the spooky sense we were the only two in the station.

“Anybody else working here?”

“Nope.”

I sat in a chair across from him at his desk. I noticed several framed newspaper articles on the wall. “Case of the Murdered Heiress Solved,” “Case of the Bloody Velvet Shoe Solved,” “The Deadly Deli Murders Solved.” In fact, there were so many that they took up three walls and there was a waist-high stack of frames in the corner. Reynolds pulled out a bottle of rye, not bothering to hide his addiction any longer. He took a nip and sighed. He held up the bottle, offering me a swallow. I passed.

“I see you’re looking at some of the crimes we’ve had throughout the years.”

“These all happened in Cozyville?”

“Yep.”

“But that’s impossible. This is more like New York City.”

“There are more. Many more. Unfortunately, Henry, the frame shop owner was murdered in about, oh…” Reynolds scratched his chin. “I guess it was two-thousand four. I haven’t gotten any headlines framed since then. Of course, the local paper went under about five years ago.”

“Electronic media,” I said with a woeful shake of the head.

“Huh?”

“Electronic media. The internet. It’s putting papers across America out of business.”

Chief Reynolds looked at me blankly, blinking a few times. Then I noticed the antiquated computer on his desk was an old Apple II that belonged in a museum. He had 5¼-inch floppy disks scattered on his desk. I suppose Oregon Trail must be a cutting-edge video game for him.

So, if Reynolds had not done research on my alter ego through the internet, he must have figured out Professor Graham and Kip’s relationship some other way. Perhaps he unlocked the briefcase he had found in Kip’s room. I spotted a vintage slate gray Samsonite case at the end of the corner of the desk (it was massive) along with bent paperclips and a broken nail file next to the scratched lock. Reynolds followed my eyes and then met mine with a strong glare.

“You don’t happen to have a key to that thing, do you?”

“No sir, I don’t.” I sounded guilty and unsteady. “Why?” I blushed, realizing that I had called this buffoon sir. Again.

“Kip doesn’t have the key to the suitcase on his key ring. Kind of strange to have a locked suitcase and no key.” He glared at me, the black of his pupils burning into me. I didn’t think the chief had that much stamina.

I raised my hands in the air. “Look, I don’t know anything about what happened. I just came into town, met a bunch of people, had a bottle of wine and cheese, and slept until morning.”

“Uh-huh.”

“Dick and Sally can verify that for you. I never left the hotel until Wendy Allgood burst through the door.”

“You got keys?”

“Sure,” I said, reaching into my pocket I pulled out the professor’s set. They went to his house, Mercedes, office on campus, and who knew what else. “Here you go,” I said, dropping them on the table with a solid clang.

It was only then that I noticed a few smaller keys on the ring that could fit in briefcases or file cabinets. Had Kip stolen the case from the professor? Did I have the key to open it? What was inside? Some sinister or salacious secret that revealed the professor, who I thought was an innocent dandy, may have been a dastardly one instead?

While the small-town cop took the keys and inspected them, I swung my left leg up on my knee so I could retrieve my sock-hidden scalpel. There were only three problems:


	A gun would beat a small, albeit sharp blade, any day.


	I needed to assemble the hidden blade and that takes time.


	Reynolds sat behind a very large desk, making a leap across and striking a fatal carotid artery slice a hard feat…but not impossible.




I delicately slid the pen-sized weapon out of my sock while the policeman fumbled with the keys. I unscrewed the top of the hollow body and pulled out the hidden ceramic blade. Reynolds had tried the first two keys without success. I secured the blade in place when the chief managed to pop open the briefcase. The surprising sound of the case’s lid screeching up on old hinges caused me to drop the scalpel. It landed on my foot. Blade down. I bit my lip to keep from screaming. The pain was tremendous.

Reynolds gave me an accusative glance as I squeezed my eyes shut and gripped the edge of the table to hold in the agony. I suppose his primitive mind saw this as an admission to guilt. I opened my eyes just in time to see the cuffs come down on my wrists.

“What are you doing?” I managed to say.

“I got motive. From the letters I found stuffed in his books, I know about you two’s relationship and that the boy stole your case. You got the keys to open it. It looks like Kip was blackmailing you over this.”

Reynolds reached inside the case, pulling out a wrapped blanket. He unfolded it, revealing fragments of old bones with earth caked on them. I could identify parts of fingers, a toothless section of the mandible, and fragments of the femur.

“Kip fingered you as a murderer,” Reynolds continued. “You killed somebody and buried him, the boy dug him up.”

I took a deep breath, feeling sweat drip down my temples. My foot was killing me, and this yokel cop was pushing me over the edge. While it’s true I had killed and buried a man, several men in fact, I was innocent in this situation. I had nothing to do with this deceased man or woman or…humanoid thing.

“Tell me, Professor—” The chief let my fake title linger in the air. “Whose body is it?”

“I don’t know, chief.” I said, spitting out his title.

“Oh, really.” He arched his eyebrows like a skeptical father listening to his naughty child’s lie.

Although I lacked true paleontologist training, I knew those bones were ancient. Any idiot but this policeman could tell.

“If the specimen you have in front of you was murdered,” I said through clenched teeth, “I imagine it happened in the Cretaceous period.”

I didn’t know the periods from commas or colons, but my bluff caused Reynolds to lean back in his chair and scratch his chin, considering the brittle, brown bones on his table. This was my opportunity to pull the scalpel out of my foot and slash the cop. I had to be lightening quick. But when I swung my head down to grab the painful weapon, I clobbered my forehead against the edge of the desk. The force sent me backwards in my chair and I kicked the bottom of the desk, impaling the blade further into my foot.

Maybe I screamed or maybe I thought I did. Nevertheless, I collapsed on top of the desk, dazed from the impact as sweat poured off my body from the powerful pain below my ankle.

“You okay there?” the chief asked.

I nodded my head between my arms, taking deep breaths. He put his meaty hand on my shoulder.

“Come on now. Let’s get you processed and booked. Old bones or not, you knew the victim from California, and you wanted those bones he stole. There’s your motive.”

I didn’t have the strength to argue. Reynolds stood me up and led me out of his office door, oblivious to my limp and the scalpel sticking out my shoe. He lingered in another world with a dopey, triumphant smile on his face. A bookshelf in the corner was crammed with books. While I am aware that I hit my head hard, I swear I spotted titles like “How to Write a Mystery in A Month” and “Mystery Writing 101” in splashy bright colors.

Eventually, I managed to kick free the scalpel while Reynolds fingerprinted me. Although I could feel blood sloshing inside my brown oxfords, oddly not a speck of crimson showed anywhere. Reynolds remained oblivious, mumbling something about how he would “show them” he could solve a case on his own. If I wasn’t so weak, I could have easily taken advantage of him, but I had nothing. Just enough power and sense to follow instructions and stand still for my mug shot. I’m sure that photo shows me looking dazed and crossed-eyed with an enormous throbbing welt on my forehead.

Leading me to the back of the compact station to a solid steel door, Reynolds pulled out a large skeleton key. He unlocked and heaved open the heavy door with a slow, mournful creak. What I saw was so overwhelmingly, devastatingly bleak, and unreal that my knees weakened, and my vision drifted to black as I fainted on the floor.

* * * *

I awoke to find myself sitting on a cot between a pair of bunks bolted into the wall, a steel sink behind me and steel bars in front of me. Four men, two on each of the lower bunks sat looking at me, eager for me to awaken. A bandage was wrapped around my forehead and another around my foot. I sat up in a rush.

“Where am I?”

“You’re in prison, son,” a toothless, ashen-skinned man with gray stringy hair said in a countrified accent. He laughed until he started hacking up a lung.

I glanced at the other three men. They were younger, possibly anywhere from mid-thirties to late fifties. It was hard to tell from the lone low-watt bulb hanging above us. It looked like they had put in several years as their shoulders hunkered from perennial defeat and their hollow eyes mourned pure hopelessness. I would never enjoy killing anybody like them because I would be doing them a favor. What fun is that?

Hobbling over to the bars, I saw four stories of cells packed with men four or five to a chamber. A few of them gave a slow wave and others called out, “What’s your story, stranger?”

I had to sit down. There must have been 300 or more men from what I could see, and there were additional rows that continued behind that. There had to be thousands of prisoners. Not unlike the population of a state penitentiary.

This made no sense. Why was this jail so big for such a small town? That Cozyville brochure conveniently forgot to add this literal tourist trap on its “attractions” page.

“Mind-blowing, isn’t it?” a tall, stooped cellmate said. “Bet you never expected this when you visited Cozyville.”

“Cozyville: Home of Happy Endings,” the old man said, laughing and slapping his leg.

The slogan didn’t seem so funny now.

“Don’t worry. We’ve all been in your shoes,” a bearded man with a soft voice said. He sat across from the two men. He sounded young.

“How old are you?” I asked.

The man gave me a blank look. “I don’t know. I was eighteen when I got arrested. Supposed to come down and visit my aunt, but she was dead when I found her. Let’s see that was…” He had a lost blank look on his face. “What year is it?”

I told him and he tried to calculate.

“You’re twenty-nine, Paul,” said the tall man.

“Whoa, I guess you’re right.” It was like his mind couldn’t wrap around the concept of time.

No way he was that young. Yet I saw no guile within him, just plain broken honesty.

“Boys, it doesn’t look like this fella’s gonna say much about himself until we tell him about ourselves. I’m Jed,” the old timer said, offering me his bony hand. “I’m one of the first murderers Priscilla Patches caught.”

“Who?” And more importantly, I wondered, why did so many of the shop owners in Cozyville have alliterated names?

“She used to have a quilting store on Main,” the tall man said. He introduced himself as Frank. “It’s a candy store now, I believe.”

“What did you do?” I asked.

“I’m accused of drowning a widow in the lake because I wanted to build a high-rise condo where her house sat.” Frank shook his head. I couldn’t imagine a tower in a town so vacant. “It was true about the property…” Suddenly Frank’s vacant eyes sparked to life. “And I would have gotten away with it if it weren’t for Jessica Flescher.”

Voices from the other cells shouted “Jessica Flescher” followed by curses and invectives.

A chubby, balding man stared down at his feet. Not saying a word.

“That’s Jerry,” the old man said. “He don’t talk much. He’s supposedly killed the postman, Ed Chambers, ’cause he was tired of getting junk mail.”

Jerry shook his head, muttering, “It ain’t true.”

“Cozyville hasn’t had a postman since,” Frank said. He and Jed laughed.

I told them that I was Professor Graham and pled my true innocence about Kip’s murder. They shared a smirk like they had heard it all before.

“Would somebody tell me what is going on in Cozyville?” I demanded.

Jed cleared his throat. “Well, it all started when Miss Maples moved to town. Cozyville, a little hamlet with no major crimes, had its first homicide since the Civil War. It looked like old Mr. Chums had strangled his wife until Miss Maples figured out her son Jimmy killed her and framed his stepfather to get his prized stamp collection before he sold it to pay for a cruise around the world. Not that it did Mr. Chums any good as he was murdered a few years later.”

“Yep, that was the town’s fifth murder at that point,” Frank said. He went on to tell me how it looked liked Mr. Chums had slipped on the ice and bashed his head, but he had really been “brained” by his neighbor, Mrs. Calloway, who was angry that he had cut down her apple tree months earlier.

“Then this guy comes to town from Germany,” Jed said.

“I think he’s French,” Frank said.

“No, Dutch,” Paul said.

“Well, he crosses the Atlantic and comes here,” Jed continued. “And more people start dyin’ and he also discovers sinister plots with wild connections.”

“The mayor was killed, and he pinned it on the police chief,” Frank said.

“Suddenly all these specialty stores started popping up around town. And we needed them, seein’ as how several storeowners were either killed or in prison for murder,” Jed said. “But more townsfolk and visitors keep dyin’ so those shop owners stepped in and started solvin’ the murders.”

“But it didn’t end well for most of them,” Paul said.

It seemed that some of the amateur sleuths solved two or three murders and then became the next victim. My cellmates debated the reasons why, but the reasons often hinged on how interesting the detective’s murder solutions were and whether they had compelling and unique personalities.

“Too bad about the pizza pie chef, Marcy Marinara,” Jerry said for the first time, licking his lips. “Her pepperoni and mushroom was to die for.”

“I’m glad she’s gone,” Frank’s face cringed in disgust. “Her solutions were weak. The police would think it was so and so, but she’d discover it was somebody close to the victim and their motive was jealousy, again.”

“And don’t forget when Jessica Flescher moved into town in the eighties,” Jed said. “People started dying every Sunday night for years until a TV exec came to town.”

“I was sure he was going to die,” Frank said.

“But he killed her instead,” Jed said with a wheezy laugh that turned into a cough.

“I don’t belong here. I have a house in Malibu!” a voice echoed through the chamber.

“Ah, shut up, Sawyer!” Frank yelled back.

“Things have gotten so bad that the town’s shrank from six-thousand inhabitants to less than twenty-five,” Jed said, shaking his head.

“This is because a lot of people left, right?” I said, knowing that any rational person would have hightailed it out a dozen murders in.

“No, stupid,” Jed said. “Aren’t you listening? Half of them have been murdered while the other half were murderers.”

I was infuriated. These guys had to be putting me on. A large, fantastic ruse and I was too weak to do anything about it. But as soon as I recovered my full strength, I swore I would get even. Dear heaven, I had so many people to kill here that it would become a full-time job.

“That’s impossible,” I protested. “This place has to be the murder capital of the world if you liars were telling the truth.”

“It’s the darn truth,” Jed said. “Cozyville is the murder capital of the world.”

My cellmates nodded. I desperately wanted them to end this creepy con. If this were an initiation they did to new prisoners, it was stupid, and I didn’t want any more of this nonsense.

“You’re expecting me to believe two thousand people have been killed since Miss Maples arrived in Cozyville?”

“Nope,” Frank said. “There are so many more murders than that,”

“Woe be the visitor to Cozyville,” Jed said in an ominous voice.

“Or the person whose car breaks down here,” Paul added.

“There’s another saying in Cozyville that you won’t see hanging anywhere,” Frank said.

“Anybody who visits Cozyville never leaves,” Jed said, eying me hard. His cellmates nodded like it was an undisputable fact. “They either windup six feet under or in here with us.”

As those words sank in, my heart rate quickened. This was one terrifying town. The mortality rate was worse than a warzone. My hands trembled. I needed to get out of here.

“Wh-when do I get a trial?” I asked.

Laughter erupted in my cell and those nearby.

“Son, there hasn’t been a trial here since the mid-nineties,” Jed said with his wheezy laugh. “Anybody who knows how to practice law is too danged scared to come here.”

He went on to tell me how four judges ended up murdered and many more lawyers were either killed or arrested. While Jed and Frank had been convicted, Paul and Jerry had not. They had been waiting for a trial all these years. I was incensed. Basic human rights were being flagrantly violated.

“This is a travesty…an…an injustice,” I stammered.

The four men shrugged nonchalantly. Like it didn’t matter to them.

“What’s wrong with you? Why aren’t you people outraged?” I shouted.

“Because it’s safer in here than out there,” Paul said in a quiet voice.

My cellmates nodded.

“What?”

“Consider yourself lucky. You got yourself arrested and not dead,” Jed said. “It’s one or the other in Cozyville.”

While the old man talked about the routine of prison life, I drowned him out, my mind awash in confusion. The rest of my life behind bars. It was unreal, unimaginable, yet it was happening. Of course, most people would say that I deserve to be here, but not without a trial. Not without an appeal to a jury. This was not fair.

I noticed the chattering had stopped and my cellmates were looking at me, waiting for an answer.

“What?” I asked Jed.

“I asked, who was the sleuth that solved the mystery and got you locked away?”

“Chief Reynolds arrested me based on some very circumstantial evidence.”

Not only did my cellmates gasp, but so did those in nearby cells. (And what was with all the gasping in this town?)

“What?” I asked looking into the sad, pitying expressions of the imprisoned men.

“You’re going to get released then,” Frank said solemnly.

“No lawman in Cozyville has ever arrested the right suspect,” Jed said, shaking his head. “Their first arrestee always gets released.”

“That’s wonderful news. Why didn’t you tell me this earlier? I was starting to feel hopelessly depressed.” I giggled. Levity returned to my soul.

They stared at me with deep sadness in their eyes.

“You still don’t get it, do you, Professor?” Jed said. “You walk outside of these here prison walls and you’re a dead man. DOA. Probably Cozyville’s next victim.”

They all nodded.

At that moment, the steel door clanged open. Chief Reynolds led Georgina Sweet through the hall. She struggled in the handcuffs as Reynolds pushed her forward.

“But he deserved to die,” Georgina said. “Not only did Kip stiff me on the deal we had, he dumped me for that stuck-up professor. His lame excuse was that he was afraid of getting diabetes. Nobody dumps Georgina Sweet. Nobody!”

“Figures,” Frank said. “She solved three cases and not in very interesting ways.”

Reynolds led her to the end of the row and made a left to the women’s section of the prison. A few minutes later he walked up to my cell with keys in hand.

“Well, Professor,” the chief said, opening the door. “It looks like I owe you an apology. Seems that Kip had stolen your case full of bones and had come to Cozyville with the intent of selling them. Of course, he didn’t know that our town’s fossil collector Buddy Rockefeller had long passed.”

“Murdered,” Jed said. “Case of the Stolen Monkey Bones.”

Part 4: Escape from Cozyville

Back in the chief’s office, he handed me the briefcase.

“So, Kip and Georgina schemed to have you come out and pay a ransom for those specimens in the case. But when you came to town, Kip told Georgina that you weren’t really the Professor, and he wasn’t going to do the deal. She got mad thinking he was cutting her out and bopped him on the head with the bottle of wine she was drinking.” The chief shook his head at me. “I wish you’d been more forthcoming. Could’ve saved us a bunch of trouble.”

I nodded, half listening. I just wanted to get out of Cozyville as fast as possible. He handed me the briefcase along with my keys and wallet.

“You ought to thank Sally and Dick. They’re the ones who figured out the entire mystery. They pieced together a crazy letter of some sort that Georgina had written to him, threatening him not to leave her.”

I limped as fast as I could from the police station through the spooky abandoned town. So many things still didn’t make sense, but I didn’t care. I just needed to leave, pronto.

When I saw the inn by the lake, my stomach wretched. I had planned to get my bag and knife and flee town. But to step through the threshold of hospitality and warmth chilled me to bone. That inn was a front for something sinister. The citizens here had a superior falsity better than any guise I had ever used. If anything, I was the amateur in this town. If I entered the inn, I would not leave alive. I’d be a corpse for the remaining townsfolk to gawk at as they began their investigations.

Dark clouds gathered from the horizon. An obvious ominous metaphor, telling me my time was limited. I ran up the street as fast as my wounded foot would allow. Panicked sweat rolled down my face as I dashed by the stores. I noticed the owners watching me from their lit windows with curious and concerned expressions. Witnesses to my erratic behavior, no doubt. Just as the first rumble of thunder sounded and sheets of rain began to fall, I made it to the abandoned train station.

The departure schedule on the window was dated from 2016. I shivered in the cold, but hope arose when I spotted a singular light coming up the rails. A train, my savior. But as it neared, the iron goliath’s momentum did not slow. If anything, the train sped up as it flew past, spraying me with water despite my pleas to halt.

I shivered with cold and fright, feeling that I was being watched. I looked out into the night and saw nothing but darkness, save for the few lights glowing from the shop windows. But I knew better than to go there to warm my bones in those establishments because the owners were merchants of death, as well as merchants of cute nonessential curios. I heard a branch snap in the forest across the railroad tracks, and I took off in a dead sprint. I wondered if I went to Chief Reynolds and confessed my multiple crimes, would he lock me up with the rest of the Cozyvillians and keep away from these insane, murderous Cozy sleuths?

I hobbled-ran in the rain, splashing in puddles of water and tripping over random objects in the dark street. Nobody needed to tell me that the garbage collector had met his fate in this town a few years ago. As I continued to move in complete darkness, I came upon boarded houses. I tried to open the locked doors to no avail. I felt vulnerable standing outside and every so often I heard footsteps or the sound of something crunching underfoot. Finally, I spotted a light across the street and ran up to the porch. Looking through a parted window curtain, a fire burned warmly, tinting the living room in a comfy shade of amber. On the coffee table sat a bottle of wine and a baked Cornish game hen. I couldn’t help myself as I opened the door, running towards the fire’s heat.

I looked around, but the house appeared empty. The aroma of the cooked bird caused my mouth to salivate. I rubbed my hands together warming them. Where was the owner of this feast? I grabbed a poker by the fireplace and snuck around the house. The immaculately maintained three-bedroom abode was perfectly quaint with doilies on every surface, spools of yarn and knitted projects in every room, a couple of sewing machines with patterns and cloth, and an old typewriter with a stack of typewritten pages. I could not find the owner anywhere. Strange. Very, very strange. Coming back to the living room, I could not help myself any longer, I had to take a bite of the hen.

It was delicious. One bite led to two and three and suddenly I was sucking the morsels of meat off the avian bones. I poured a couple of glasses of the cabernet and felt calm for the first time since I set foot in Cozyville.

The panic only set in when I realized just how calm I was feeling. I felt sluggish and I could not move my feet. The front door opened, and I had just enough power to turn my head. The old lady with white hair walked in followed by the egg-shaped mustachioed man. He shook his umbrella outside and then placed it in a brass receptacle with other umbrellas and canes.

The old lady smiled sweetly without a hint of malice. I realized she was Miss Maples. The first of the investigators to arrive in Cozyville. She sat down on a couch across from me and waited for her colleague to make his way over. He took forever, taking off his rain jacket and hanging it up, smoothing his suit jacket, re-twirling his mustache. It was an absurd production, yet I couldn’t take my eyes off the odd little man. I felt myself becoming weaker, unable to move my hands.

Finally, the Frenchman—or whatever he was—sat by the old lady.

“I hope you are feeling comfortable,” she said in a soft British accent. “And that the hen was delicious.”

I wanted to say that it was, but I could no longer speak.

“Ah, it seems that effects of the drug have taken hold, Miss Maples,” the man said in a foreign accent. I’m sure it was French.

“Indeed, it has.” She must have read the confusion in my eyes. “See Mr. Lester. You have been a naughty boy.”

“Your alias as Professor Graham of paleontology did not fool us at all. Ha-hah,” the man said triumphantly. “Oh no sir, you have done many, many awful things. And it is high time that you receive your reckoning.”

I blinked. It was the best I could do. How did they know my real name, Emil Lester?

“See deary,” Miss Maples said, reaching over and patting my leg. “You’ve done some nasty things.”

“Horrendously awful things,” the Frenchman said in disgust. “You are a heinous psychopath of the worst degree.”

“Since nobody seems to be able to catch you in Los Angeles, London, Paris, or New York, I thought maybe some of our amateurs in Cozyville might be able to bring you down.”

“Bah,” the Frenchman said, throwing his hands in the air with disgust. “They would not know how to find their own names in the phonebook.”

I glanced at him. Nobody used phonebooks any longer. Didn’t he know that? But then again, I had not seen a computer in this house at all.

I managed to eke out the word “Kip.”

“Oh, he had been a naughty boy too. On the run—”

“A fugitive of the law,” the Frenchman interrupted.

“He had stolen several artifacts and antiquities from universities and museums, selling them on the black market.” Maples and the Frenchman looked at each other and shrugged as if deciding to let me in on a secret. “There was a bounty put up by the Sorbonne University and the Smithsonian for Kip, also known as Percy Wilkinson.”

“Ah-hah,” the Frenchman interjected. “While they said brought in alive, if you read between the lines, I believe they preferred dead.”

“And that’s what happened to him. Pop on the noggin and a swim in the fountain thanks to Miss Sweet,” Maples said with a scary gleam in her eye. The fireplace’s orange flame flickered in her pupils.

“Of course, we had no way of knowing he had a love letter in his pocket from Georgina Sweet along with his break-up note.”

“They never discovered there were two letters instead of one,” Maples said, shaking her head.

“Amateurs,” the Frenchmen said with disgust.

“Yet Sally and Dick pieced enough of the letter together to put Georgina away.”

The Frenchman shrugged. “I didn’t care for the way Miss Sweet solved her last three mysteries. That’s usually when changes happen around here.”

“But sometimes we have sleuths who solve crimes for a quite a while,” Maples said.

“Regardless, I am happy she is being replaced.”

They must have noticed my eyebrows jolt in confusion.

“A chocolate confectioner is moving into her shop as we speak.” The Frenchman licked his lips and rubbed his hands in anticipation. “Felicity Fudge, I believe her name to be.”

“Yes, deary,” the old woman said. “Every victim in Cozyville was either a bad person or had a personal flaw or two. And to be quite honest, what is the point of a blissful scenic town if there are no murder mysteries?”

“Precisely. It makes no sense if there is not a murder every so often, no?”

My eyes widened. There have been times when I thought I might be a little too extreme on my murder sprees, but I had nothing on these Cozyville characters. They made my mass murders look civilized. They were good. Scary good. Their schemes were beyond anything I could create or solve. They weren’t amateurs. I was. Humiliation mixed with humility. If my body were not paralyzed, I would have given them a heartfelt standing ovation. Bravo!

“Perhaps things have gotten a little out of hand with all the imitators who have followed us, but we don’t regret anything that has happened. Do we, Peugeot?”

“No. None whatsoever!”

“Well, rest your eyes, deary. Death will be upon you in a few minutes and then we’ll see how well this new chocolatier does when she finds your body in her shop in the morning.”

And that’s where I am sitting now, quietly waiting for my organs to shut down so I can play the part of a victim in a cozy murder mystery.

FREE BONUS RECIPE

Emil Lester’s Famous Heart and Liver Pot Pie

½ pound cubed human heart1

½ pound cubed human liver

2½ cups mixed vegetables

½ cup butter

1 small onion, chopped

¼ cup all-purpose flour

½ teaspoon salt

¼ teaspoon black pepper

1¾ cups free-range human broth

2/3 cup milk

2 9-inch unbaked piecrusts

Preheat oven to 425 degrees F.

In a saucepan, combine heart, liver, and mixed vegetables. Add water to cover and boil for 15 minutes. Remove from heat, drain, and set aside.

In a skillet over medium heat, cook onions in butter until soft and translucent. Stir in flour, salt, and pepper. Slowly stir in human broth and milk. Simmer over medium-low heat until thick. Remove from heat and set aside.

Place piecrust in a 9-inch pie pan. Trim even with rims.

Place the organ mixture in bottom piecrust. Pour hot liquid mixture over. Cover with top crust, seal edges, and cut away excess dough. Make several small slits in the top to allow steam to escape.

Bake in the preheated oven for 30 to 35 minutes, or until pastry is golden brown and filling is bubbly. Cool for 10 minutes before serving.

Enjoy!
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1 All organs should come from a healthy, non-smoking human with an organic diet and a good taste in fine wine.
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THE POKER CHIPS CLUE,
by Hal Charles

“So who’s the victim?” said an out-of-breath Detective Kelly Stone as she rushed past the parted curtain into the backroom of the Hoodoo Voodoo Lounge.

Sgt. Pete LaFuse, a twenty-year veteran of the city police force who had been examining the keeled-over body on the gaming table, said, “Nice to see you, too, detective.”

“Sorry, Pete,” she said. “My plate’s been so full today it’s cracking under its own weight.”

For two years the two cops had barely found time to flirt with each other while dancing around the age problem in their dating.

“Victim is one Al Heckler,” said LaFuse, “and like the Glen Campbell song says, he really was a lineman for the county.”

“Who’s Glen Campbell?” said Kelly, moving in to get a better view of the body. “Looks like blow to the back of the skull.”

“‘Gentle on My Mind,’ ‘By the Time I Get…’ Never mind! According to the other three players in their usual Friday night poker game, Heckler was tonight’s big winner.”

“And big loser,” said Kelly. “If he’s the big winner, where’s his winnings?”

“Looks like our murderer is also a thief,” said LaFuse.

“Can you give me a sitrep here?”

“According to Syd Shores,” said LaFuse without bothering to check his notes, “the owner of this lounge, the poker game broke up about an hour ago, say 10:30. Of the four players, three left, while the victim stayed to count his earnings. Shores didn’t pay much attention to the room as the curtain was still drawn. When Flo, who had been serving the card players, went to collect the drink glasses, she drew back the curtain and screamed.”

“And Syd called you first?”

“Actually I was just eating a steak out front…alone. Everybody knows who this weekly quartet of poker players is, so I had no trouble rounding them up. They’re sitting in the main dining room waiting for you to question them.”

“That steak sounds great.” Noticing something, Kelly walked over to the back door. “It’s unlocked. Anyone could have come through that door.”

“Boy, you notice everything, Kel,” said LaFuse. “The door knob’s already been dusted. Did you spot those chips on the table?”

“Yep,” she said. “The rest are in that poker chip case, but there are two units in front of the dead man’s hand, three blues and a broken blue chip with a 0 on it.”

“Not quite the dead man’s hand of aces and eights,” remarked LaFuse.

“Let’s go interview the other three players out front,” she said, turning sideways and inching past him through the narrow entrance.

Polly Patina, the mayor’s wife, sat belligerently at the bar, three empty beer bottles lined up in front of her like a barricade. “I loved that little man. Al is such a horrible player, but tonight he actually won. Too bad he never got to enjoy his winnings.”

“You went straight home after the game?” said Kelly.

“That’s where Pete found me. Never miss the 11:00 o’clock news.”

Larry DeFoper, a local lawyer, had to be the most fidgety man Kelly had ever met. He sat at a table alone, his flying fingers touching variously parts of his face as his eyes darted around the room. “I had a pair of aces on that last hand, but Al put down a straight. Do you know what the odds of his having the sixth best hand possible were?”

“And where were you when Pete found you?”

“Sitting in the parking lot stewing, stewing like I still am. Can you believe a straight?”

Hardware-store owner Paulie Palladino, was sound asleep, his head on the bar. When Kelly awoke him, he said that Pete had picked him up sleeping on his front porch swing. “I felt lucky to be invited to play in this week’s game. I’m so sorry to hear what happened to Al. He was a good man.”

Afterwards, Pete said to Kelly, “Well, they weren’t much help.”

“No,” said the detective. “Thank goodness the victim identified his killer.”

SOLUTION

Kelly noticed Al, a former employee of the telephone company, left a dying clue, one pile of three chips and a broken chip with a 0 on it. On a phone dial, a 3 is DEF and a 0 is OPER…DeFoper, Larry DeFoper. Afterwards, Kelly finally asked Pete out.
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RISE,
by Ashley-Ruth M. Bernier

I’ve got Cruzan Rum and conch fritters to keep me company while I wait, so it bothers me a lot less than it should when Alana finally breezes up the steps onto the restaurant deck twenty minutes after the time we agreed to in our text chain. The greeter points her in my direction, and I watch the look on A’s face morph from the unimpressed lip scrunch she always flashes at service employees to a grin that shows the sound orthodontic investment her parents made back in high school. She squeals enough for both of us when we hug. She runs a manicured hand through my locs, something the Cruzan helps me forgive. And before we even sit down, her phone is out. Alana’s in full makeup and a sleeveless yellow midi dress meant more for a summer wedding than a touristy beach bar. There’s no way she’s not taking pictures.

“Oh. Lana. Hey, I jus’ came from the beach,” I begin as she throws an arm around my shoulders and clicks a photo. “I figured since we were meeting here at Suncatcher, flip-flops and shorts would be okay—”

“Don’t be ridiculous, gyul. You look fine. If anything, I look overdressed,” she answers. “You’re gorgeous no matter what you have on, Nay. You could have on a trash bag and slay.”

I’m pretty sure my eyes are mid-blink in the next shot she takes. “Besides,” she continues before I have a chance to say anything else, “I’m coming straight from a photo shoot. For work. This is just what I happened to have on.”

“You do photo shoots for the perfume store?”

She’s rolling her eyes and laughing at the same time. “I quit that job almost a year ago. I couldn’t secure my legacy as an entrepreneur while giving that place eight hours of my day. The photo shoot was for my upcoming online business. I’m always happiest when I’m my own boss.”

“Ah.” I don’t want to ask, but she’s left the question hanging there. “A business for what?”

“My boutique. New business venture. Makeup, clothes, shoes, all curated by yours truly,” she says. “Everything selected with my unique eye for style, so, you know, if you ever wanted to look for something to wear on-air, maybe mention to the viewers where you got it…”

“That sounds amazing, Alana. But at the network, we have someone on staff who—it’s his job to choose what we wear for most of our segments.”

“Of course.” A tight nod, a finger snap at the waiter, and a sharp jab with her finger toward my glass of water. “Of course you do. I assumed so. I just wasn’t sure if they ever gave you any of your own…creative leeway. Which—I mean, I know owning a business isn’t for everyone, but I’m so glad that’s something I’ll never have to worry about working for myself.” The waiter reappears with a glass of water for Alana, which she promptly lifts up and out toward me. “Shall we toast?”

I look at my two options and decide to raise my own glass of water. Better to save the rum for the rest of the conversation. “Sure. To what?”

“To Alana and Naomi. To more than a decade of friendship. To your show being picked up by EAT TV and to my website, when it’s launched, becoming a worldwide phenomenon. To us and all of our melanated magic, being at the top of our game.” We clink our glasses. She takes a sip. “Oh, and to Grandma Mavis, of course. I mean, I literally wouldn’t be here if it wasn’t for her, but honestly, you could say the same, right?”

I could. If it wasn’t for Alana’s grandmother, for the hefty scholarship in her name that I won right after high school, I could never have afforded to leave St. Thomas to study journalism. And if it wasn’t for the incredible Virgin Islands cookbook she’d authored decades ago, I would never have had my lifelong passion for food—cooking it, studying it, writing about it. I owed a lot to Mavis Montgomery.

I could also say this: if it wasn’t for Alana’s grandmother, for that scholarship money that linked me to her family forever, I probably wouldn’t be here right now either. I’m the only one from our high school class who still talks to Alana. Given that I’m only on island for two or three weeks every year, it’s a chore I can maintain. The scholarship I won wasn’t something I ever had to pay back, but I’ve been doing it slowly over the past ten years, meeting up with Alana for dinner whenever I come down. And drinks. I always break my two-glass rule when I’m with Alana. Conversations with her get me to the bottom of a glass faster than a spill.

I’ve made my way through two platters of peel-and-eat shrimp and about half of a BBC drink before the “So, listen…” falls out of her mouth. Dinners with Alana are incomplete without a Big Ask—a “celebrity” endorsement for the new line of sunglasses she was selling two years ago or help from an insider (me) to get reservations for a splashy new restaurant in New York or Miami. She usually brings it up before the first round of appetizers, so the fact that we’re almost ready to order dessert tells me that tonight’s Ask must be particularly big.

“So, listen,” she begins, carefully peeling what has to be her second shrimp for the evening. “Are you jus’ home for New Year’s? Or are you also here to interview Nori St. George?”

“Oh. Um, I know you and Rina Douglas aren’t as friendly as you were back in high school, but I came down because…well, maybe you might’ve heard she’s having a small ceremony for—”

“Oh, I know Rina’s getting married. I dated her fiancé, Javon, for like a month five years ago. Not even worth my time. He was going to night school, so he could never do anything fun, and hated spending money on anything that wasn’t like…groceries, so…yeah, lots of luck to her with that shit.”

Dude’s got his MBA now and owns three auto-repair stores. He and Rina are getting married at a villa on a private island across the channel in the BVI, but I see no need to bring that up. “Yeah, so I’m here for that, mostly. Why’d you ask about Nori St. George, though? Wasn’t she…isn’t that the lady who used to take care of your grandmother? Her nurse?”

“Yes, exactly. She took care of Grandma Mavis for fifteen years. Right up to the day Grandma Mavis died,” Alana says. “You remember. She—and then her kid, when Nori got pregnant—practically lived in my grandmother’s house. She cleaned up too, so she had access to every part of the house.”

“Okay,” I say, taking a big sip of my BBC, “but why would I be interviewing her?”

“Grandma Mavis died two years ago. She left Nori a nice bit of money in her will, and Nori used it to open a small food truck. She sells like…soup and saltfish patés, stuff like that, down on the waterfront to tourists. Well, anyway, Global Gourmand magazine was holding a recipe contest for regional comfort food, and her johnnycake recipe won—”

I nearly spit out my mouthful of shrimp. “Wait, wait. She’s the one who won that contest? A few of my colleagues at the network kept telling me someone from St. Thomas won this year. And with a johnnycake recipe too! It was such a crazy couple of months with recording all the holiday shows that I never really got to follow up on that, but—wow, it was Ms. St. George? That’s fantastic. Your grandmother would be thrilled.” I swallow my food and clear my throat. “An’, unless they’ve changed things at Global Gourmand in the past few years, she must’ve won a nice piece of money too. Isn’t the prize something like—”

“It’s fifteen thousand dollars,” Alana says flatly.

“Well, damn. I bet she could do a lot with that money. You said she has a kid too? That cash’ll help.”

“It’s the kind of story everyone loves. You’re in TV. You’re practically drooling over it yourself,” Alana returns. I can hear her fighting the whine in her voice. “Single mom, former caretaker, runs a food truck—and now she wins all this money from a big-time magazine, plus all the fame and recognition that comes along with it. It’s a feel-good story, right? Except that isn’t her recipe, Naomi. That’s Grandma Mavis’s johnnycake recipe. Nori stole it from us.”

It’s a moment that calls for another big swallow of my drink. “Wow. And you say that so confidently too,” I say, adding a chuckle to soften my words a little. “Alana. She owns a food truck. You yourself said she makes patés every day. She’s familiar with that kind of dough. Making it over and over every day, I’m sure she perfected her—”

“Listen to me for a moment, Nay. Jus’—please, jus’ hear me out,” she interrupts. “I’ve eaten Nori’s food before, okay? Hell, I’ve eaten her patés and johnnycakes in my grandmother’s kitchen. Nori’s were dense and heavy. I followed the recipe in the magazine, and they’re…they’re perfect, Naomi. They’re crispy on the outside, pillow-soft and fluffy on the inside. Every bite tasted like Carnival, like a day on the beach. Like my grandmother’s kitchen. These are my grandmother’s johnnycakes.”

“So maybe your grandmother taught Nori to make them her way,” I suggest. “You know, so Nori could make her something she actually enjoyed.”

“You ever wonder why my grandmother’s cookbook doesn’t include a johnnycake recipe? The quintessential VI food?” Alana asks. I know I’ll hear the answer anyway, so I nod. “Grandma Mavis’s johnnycakes were her crown jewel, her one ‘special’ recipe. She never taught anyone the recipe because it was her secret. Her pride. She never even taught it to me. Now, I was organizing some papers in Grandma Mavis’s study a few months before she died, and I found some papers in a folder. They were recipes—updated recipes, with some extra wisdom and new dishes she’d learned since she wrote the first edition. There was a note on the top of the folder. It said, ‘For My Granddaughter.’” Alana’s voice shakes a little bit. “She was putting together a recipe book for me. She had the pages numbered and everything. And I saw it in there, Naomi. There was a johnnycake recipe in the stack.”

“Did you receive the folder after she passed?”

“Well, you know I live in the house now. Everything in there is mine. The folder’s still there, in the study.”

“Not in the kitchen? You…um, you don’t use the recipes?”

She rolls her eyes. “It’s easier to get takeout most of the time. Getting the boutique set up, generating online buzz…that’s time consuming. I really don’t have any time left for cooking.” She shifts in her seat, and the setting sun casts a shadow over the brown of her arms and shoulders; rum with a little bit of Coke mixed in. “After Nori won that contest, though…after it was announced, I went through the folder. Three pages are missing—eighteen, thirty-two, and thirty-five. And there’s no johnnycake recipe in there at all.”

“So you think…”

“Not think. It’s what I know. She stole that recipe, Naomi. She stole it and then she won the contest with it. And now she has fifteen thousand dollars.” Alana’s eyes look away from my face, out toward the gulls and frigates swooping down for their dinner in the waves. “I could use that money. Setting up my boutique, selecting the finest items…all of that takes capital. I could go back to New York and Paris, stay there for a while to truly cultivate the best products to sell. I could pay a professional marketing company to define and promote my brand. Fifteen thousand could get me a lot.”

“Well, seventy-five hundred,” I say. Her eyes whip back to my face. “Assuming Alton gets half too, right?”

“She didn’t write ‘grandchildren,’ she wrote ‘granddaughter,’” Alana snaps. Whatever look I’m beaming back at her is enough for her to try again with more flippant, easy tones. “Alton got all the St. Croix properties from our grandmother, and we both got a nice bit from Daddy’s life insurance. He’d just spend the money on like, DJ equipment or something like that. Or whatever latest woman he’s chasing. He comes home even less than you do,” she says. “So, listen, Naomi…”

I nod and smile, but my hand is tightening around the bottom of my BBC glass. “I’m listening.”

“Maybe you could talk to Nori for me. I mean—for both of us. It sounds like a good story for your show. And maybe during the interview, you could…ask her about the recipe. Somehow get her to admit she stole it from my grandmother’s house.”

I feel like the birds out there in the water, fishing for words but coming up empty. “Alana, I think you’re overestimating my skills.”

“Oh, please. Don’t even. You’ve done investigative journalism before,” she pushes.

“For a year after college. That feels like forever ago. Now, all I do is talk to chefs and artisan cooks about their recipes and process. I interview, not interrogate.”

“That’s all I’m asking you to do. Talk to her about her recipe. About her process. Maybe she’ll let something drop. When’s Rina’s wedding?”

“Saturday. But—”

“Perfect! So you have a few days.” When she speaks again, her voice is much softer, quieter than it’s been all evening. “You don’t even have to think about this as a favor for me. Think of it as a favor to my grandmother. If anything, think about preserving her legacy as a Virgin Islands master chef. You know food was her passion. Cooking well was what helped her meet my grandfather…to marry a Montgomery, elevate her status. If this really is her recipe, then she’s the one who deserves the credit for it. She’s the one who deserves the honor.”

I sigh. Watch the sun slip below the waves way off in the distance. I open my mouth to respond, but she cuts me off again.

“Please, Nay. You know I’m gon’ keep callin’ an’ blowing up yuh phone until you say yes.” She flashes me another grin that could serve as an endorsement for her orthodontist’s handiwork.

She’d gotten me with all she’d said about her grandmother, but if I’d still been on the proverbial fence, that last statement would’ve shoved me over hard. “No need for all that, Lana. I’ll do it. I’ll find a way to talk to Ms. St. George.”

Alana squeals happily again and then slips off to the bathroom. I’m trying to figure out how I’m going to fit a conversation with Nori St. George into three days that include a bridesmaids’ day sail and a rehearsal dinner, when the waiter circles back with our check. I look down at the curling piece of paper and wonder whether she’ll come back out this time, whether she’ll offer to split the bill like we used to years ago when I was still doing freelance and blog posts. I sit there for a few minutes, watching the sky and waves grow inky and dark, and when it’s clear the bathroom door isn’t budging, I scrawl my name across the bottom of the receipt. Dinners with Alana, I’m always the one who winds up paying for them.

* * * *

We laugh about it later that night, Mateo and I. Lying on our backs in the bed of his truck, staring up at the stars with the moon slowly making its appearance above St. John off in the distance, he listens while I vent about everything Alana asked me to do at dinner that night. Teo’s always been able to find the humor in a situation, though, and it’s contagious. I left the restaurant on edge. With his easy smile and quick laugh, he gently coaxed me back.

“Lord. I can see it now. Two of allyou, sittin’ on deh deck, slurpin’ down yuh BBCs while she asks you to pull a Nancy Drew an’ shake down her granny’s maid…classic Alana, meh son,” he says.

“Ha. Close. I had the BBC. She was drinking…seltzer, I think. You know she can’t do bananas. She’s always said her throat will close up. You don’t remember? That’s why she stopped talking to Rina back in tenth grade. Rina brought banana bread to school for her birthday, and Alana couldn’t have a piece. I dunno, Teo. She’s something else.” I look down at my arm lying against his. If my skin is the color of maubi, then Mateo’s—with his Puerto Rican mother and Trini Indian father—more resembles the foam bubbles on top. He’s my date for Rina’s wedding. If it weren’t for the ocean between us, he’d be my date for a lot more than that. Mateo is another one who stayed. He grew up down the hill from our school, in a neighborhood where boys often settled scores with their weapons and took their last breaths in the back of an ambulance. Mateo made it out, and now he drives one.

“Something else—yeah, she is. You’re something special to continue to put up with her for all these years,” he says.

“Small doses. I can handle that. I wish she hadn’t pulled me into this, though. I wish she’d just go speak to Nori St. George herself. You’d think she’d be able to talk things out with someone who was such a big part of her life.”

“Yes. But we’re talking about Alana,” Teo says. There’s that usual laugh behind his words, but there’s something else there too—something heavier that weighs them down a bit. “We both know she doesn’t do well with people she thinks have done her wrong.” There’s a small pause. “She ever talk to you about the lawsuit?”

“You’re talking about Cantina on the Bay, right? The restaurant where her—”

“Where her father died, right.”

“Not tonight. Not for a while, actually. Maybe about a year or so ago was the last I heard her mention it. And if she’s not bringing it up, there’s no way I’m wading into that.”

“Of course,” he says. “I…ah…I was on duty that night, I ever tell you that? I picked him up. Mussbe going on three years now, but I can’t forget it. Man was face down in a plate of chips and guacamole. It was…I’m not supposed to feel too much, Nay, not while I’m actually working, when I’m in the middle of a shift, but…Lord. For a man like Mr. Montgomery, to jus’ die on top he food like that in the middle of a restaurant, I remember feelin’…”

He seems lost, so I try to supply a word. “Shocked? Because you knew him?”

“Nah. Embarrassment. That’s what I felt. For him.” He clears his throat. “I’d picked him up before too. Had a night he had too much to drink out east, and he fell down some steps, split his forehead open. Couple other times we got called to the bars for him if he was really far gone. He’d been in bad shape for a while.”

“My parents said the whole island knew.” I turn over on my side to face him. “That’s what I’m so afraid of with her asking me to speak to Ms. St. George, Teo. Everyone knew about Mr. Montgomery’s problems, but Alana still sued the restaurant. Tangled them up in a ton of legal knots. Are they even still open?”

Mateo shrugs. “Deh shutters been closed for a while. Pandemic an’ all caused a lot of places to shut down, but Alana suing them didn’t help either.”

“So what about Nori St. George? Would Alana sue her too to get that fifteen thousand? She has that food truck and now she’s got a little something else to help her get ahead. Imagine if Alana takes all that from her jus’ to settle a score.”

“It…actually doesn’t take that much imagination.”

“It doesn’t! I can see it perfectly.” I’m laughing, but neither of us is joking. “Lord. She’s the complete opposite of her grandmother.”

He’s quiet for a few, just long enough for us to feel a gentle gust of the northside breeze. “I never knew her like you did. Mrs. Montgomery, I mean. But I know about her cookbook.” He chuckles a little. “Everybody knows her cookbook. That’s her gift to all of us, I guess. Her legacy. She’s a chef. And—correc’ me if I wrong, Nay, but stealing a recipe from a chef is…like…”

“Oh, it’s sacrilege. For sure. She wouldn’t have liked the theft, if there was any. But she liked seeing people win, Teo. She liked pulling people up. That’s what I remember about her most. I bet it’s why she left Ms. St. George money in her will. It’s why she offered that scholarship. It’s why she picked me.” I look back up at the coconut tree fronds above our heads, at the stars out beyond those. “My entire life is a result of that choice of hers. I feel like I owe it to her to find out exactly what happened.”

“Then do that. I can go down to town with you to find Ms. St. George tomorrow. Um. If you want me to, I mean.” He reaches his own hand out toward mine. I see the moment when he freezes, when he second-guesses himself, and it only makes me rush to interlace my fingers with his. To lean my forehead against his. Kiss his lips gently. “Naomi,” he says. His voice is soft and raw at the same time. “What would it take to bring you back here? Back home? I think about it. More than I want to. More than I should. Then I remember how far you are. Above me, I mean. How high you climbed. And I know…I know I can’t pull you back down, but I—”

“Ssh. Teo. Please.” I swallow hard and look up at the moon, shining high above St. John’s highest peaks, turning the channel below into a sheet of yellow glass. “I’m here tonight. Can we please jus’ go with that?”

There’s another breeze in the trees above us. He kisses me this time, slips an arm around my waist and pulls me closer. And I realize that for all the altitude he says I’ve gained, the real magic was in the ascent of Mateo’s own hands. They’d grown from clumsy things that scratched out notes in miserable handwriting and swiped the occasional Snickers bar from the convenience store to professional instruments that could stitch and bandage and pump a heart back into a regular rhythm. His hands make me feel as light as stardust. They show me what it feels like to fly.

* * * *

I’m in the middle of buying several bags of bush tea the next morning when the phone rings, and—being distracted by the choice of lemongrass or balsam—I answer it without looking at the screen. Big mistake. Of course, it’s Alana, and of course, she’s ready for results I don’t have. Alana’s never learned how to wait. She cooked for me only a handful of times throughout our entire friendship. All I remember from those meals is crunchy rice, five minutes or so from being tender. Pasta that was closer to its state inside the box than it was to al dente. A cake that was still slightly gooey in the center. Things that would have worked out perfectly if she’d just given them more time.

“Hey, Lana. I’m at the teahouse in town, so let me call you right—” I begin, but I’ve already said the only words she wanted to hear.

“Did you talk to her yet? To Nori?” Alana interrupts. “I was hoping I’d hear from you earlier this morning.”

It hasn’t even been twenty-four hours, but I’m surprised she’s waited this long. “I’m downtown. Shopping. I was going to try to see her while I’m here.”
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