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THE CAT’S MEOW

Welcome to Black Cat Weekly.

As we near our 100th weekly issue, I have been looking back over our previous issues and realizing how much work it’s been! This project, in various forms, has actually been going on for quite a bit longer than 2 years (at first, we released all the content as separate ebook files...which proved unwieldy, and ultimately I decided to combine them all into a weekly magazine.) I’ve also been revisiting favorite covers (mine remains the Easter Cat) but there have been quite a few others I really enjoyed putting together. I enjoy working on the covers as much as the stories.

Here are a few of my favorites:

[image: ] [image: ] [image: ]

This issue’s “weird monster” cover is no exception. In addition to mysteries, science fiction, fantasy, and adventure stories, we do run the occasional horror story (especially around Halloween) as well as the Westerns (such as the Alan Le May tale in this issue), which makes Black Cat Weekly one of the few magazines that can really run any genre of cover and have it accutately reflect the magazine.

But I admit to a special fondness for covers featuring black cats. Our current 16-year-old black cat is named Cleopatra. Our last one was Diablo...or “Dee” for short.

* * * *

This time, we have five mysteries (including a terrific original by Adam Meyer, courtesy of Acquiring Editor Michael Bracken), modern tales by Dharma Kelleher (courtesy of Acquiring Editor Barb Goffman) and Jack Halliday, plus a fun pulp story by Frank Gruber, who was a prolific pulp writer and novelist. Gruber’s story tells of a dance-hall clip-joint and provides a window into a long-gone era. And of course, no issue is complete without a solve-it-yourself mystery.

On the more outre side, we have a sword-and-sorcery tale by Phyllis Ann Karr (set in her Frosterflower and Thorn universe), a dark fantasy by horror master Joseph Payne Brennan, a time-travel tale by Robert Abernathy, and classic science fiction by Philip Jose Farmer (“Daughter” is a followup to his classic tale, “Mother”) and John W. Campbell (the tale of grim survival on the moon, The Moon Is Hell.)

Here’s the complete lineup:

Mysteries / Suspense / Adventure:

“Stacy’s Mom,” by Adam Meyer [Michael Bracken Presents short story]

“The Games Gang Rides Again,” Hal Charlies [Solve-It-Yourself Mystery]

“Kissing Asphalt,” by Dharma Kelleher [Barb Goffman Presents short story]

“Great Caesar’s Ghost!” by Jack Halliday [short story]

“Clip-Joint Adventures,” by Frank Gruber [short story]

“The Bells of San Juan,” by Alan Le May [short story]

Science Fiction & Fantasy:

“Sorcery and Sacrilege,” by Phyllis Ann Karr [short story]

“The Midnight Bus,” by Joseph Payne Brennan [short story]

“Daughter,” by Philip Jose Farmer [short story]

“Stopwatch on the World,” by Robert Abernathy [novelet]

The Moon Is Hell, by John W. Campbell [novel]

Until next time, happy reading!

—John Betancourt

Editor, Black Cat Weekly
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STACY’S MOM,
by Adam Meyer

Here’s the thing: if not for Stacy’s mom, none of this ever would’ve happened.

It all started one evening in late August a few years back. I was on my way home from seeing the new Tarantino movie at the triplex in downtown Eastview, my iPod blasting Eminem’s “Lose Yourself” through my earbuds. As I was going by the house—I didn’t think of it as Stacy’s house, not yet—I saw a moving truck in the driveway and two figures through the front window. Both female, one taller and thinner, the other shorter and wider.

I pulled my earbuds out and peered at the window, trying to see better as a man in blue coveralls rolled a handcart out the front door. He grinned. “Serious babe alert, eh?”

“No, I just—”

“Can’t blame you, kid.”

The man in the blue coveralls kept on wheeling his cart down the driveway. I took another glance back at the window, but the figures were gone. I was about to turn my iPod on again when I heard voices behind me.

A woman was approaching the man in blue coveralls. She looked about thirty, but it was hard to tell. She wore a tank top and cutoff shorts with lots of leg showing, her body curving and then curving again. Her hair was pulled back in a loose ponytail, a few strands sticking to her sweaty face. She wore almost no makeup, just some bright red lipstick, but the man was right.

Serious babe alert.

I wanted to go back and say hi, welcome to the neighborhood. But before I got up the nerve, the woman had disappeared into the house again. I put my earbuds back in and started to walk, hoping to catch another glimpse of her through the front window. But I didn’t.

School started a few days later. Junior year. Most everyone I knew griped about going back and so did I, but secretly I was glad. I was tired of having my mom nag me about playing too much Xbox, and eager to see the friends who’d gone on summer vacations while I’d gone no further than the town pool.

My schedule wasn’t bad, except for geometry class... and the fact that somehow all my friends had fifth period lunch and I was stuck alone in fourth. When I got off the cafeteria line that first day, I had to find someone to sit with. There were some guys I knew from playing pickup basketball over the summer, but they were all serious jocks or total dorks.

Then I saw her.

A girl sitting alone at the far corner table, the one nobody ever wanted to be at because it was too close to the trashcan. She wore a loose-fitting Simpsons T-shirt and baggy jeans. Her hair was cropped at her shoulders, neither long and sexy nor short and stylish. I figured I was better off sitting with some dweeb I only half-liked than trying to make chit-chat with this new girl. But there was something around her eyes, and in the curve of her chin. Something that reminded me of the woman in the cutoff shorts.

“Hey, anyone sitting here?”

She looked up from her soggy grilled cheese. “Um, no.”

I plopped my tray down. “I’m Brad Wilkes.”

“Stacy Dawson.”

“Well, Stacy, how do you like it here at Eastview?”

“It’s okay, I guess.” She picked up her grilled cheese, which looked as delicious as a brown sponge. “Food sucks even worse than at my last school.”

I pointed at my plate. “Stick with the pizza next time.”

“Good to know.” She looked around at the other kids, then back at me. “You don’t have to sit here, you know.”

“Well, I hate to eat lunch standing up, so...”

“What I mean is, you don’t have to sit with me.”

My pizza was halfway to my mouth, but I put it down and looked at her. “Yeah, I know.”

She seemed to take that in and nodded, ripping off a piece of her grilled cheese.

“So you moved here with your family?” I asked.

She chewed for a while before she answered. “Yeah, I didn’t really want to move here, this is my third new school in five years, but my stepdad got a job nearby. He thought it would be good to be close to the main office, even though he travels all the time and hardly goes in. My mom said this would be the last time we move until I graduate from high school, she swore it.”

I pried open my chocolate milk, thinking of her mom in that tank top and cutoff shorts.

Stacy must’ve seen something on my face because she laughed harshly. “You’ve seen her, haven’t you?”

“Seen who?”

“Don’t lie to me, all right? If we’re going to be friends, you’re going to have to tell the truth.”

I frowned. Who said we were going to be friends? She’d been sitting alone on her first day at a new school and I was trying to be nice. But I shrugged and said, “What do you mean?”

“My Mom. You must’ve seen her. Tall, long dark hair, looks like a supermodel. Is that why you sat here?”

I shook my head. “No idea who you’re talking about. It’s just... well, I’m an only child, and my dad ran off when I was eight, so it’s always just been me and my mom... which is just to say that I know what it’s like to feel lonely, and I didn’t want you to have to sit here all by yourself, eating that crappy grilled cheese...”

I wasn’t sure why I lied to her about seeing her mom. What did it matter? Besides, I wasn’t exactly lying, at least not about myself. Maybe that was why Stacy was looking at me the way she was, as though I’d surprised her somehow. Which made sense, because, in a way, I’d surprised myself.

Stacy leaned across the table. “Now tell me more about school lunch. Tomorrow’s chicken nuggets, right?”

I shook my head. “Get the sloppy joe. Trust me.”

She laughed, and something loosened inside me. Maybe Stacy was right. Maybe we were going to be friends after all.

* * * *

After that, Stacy and I had lunch together every day. I never saw her outside of school, and I didn’t really need to. My friends and I played video games in the afternoon and pickup basketball on the weekends, and that was my life.

Then one day—this was maybe the third or fourth week of school, right when the leaves started to turn and the weather got kind of a bite—I was walking home from the movies and went past Stacy’s house. From a distance I saw a woman wobbling on an extension ladder as she tried to change a bulb above the front door. She was too thin to be Stacy, though there was some resemblance: her hair was the same dark honey-brown, only instead of laying limply against her shoulders it rolled in waves down to a tight black sweater, and when she turned, she had the same high cheekbones and full lips.

“Need a hand?” I asked, standing with my hands jammed in my sweatshirt pockets.

“Do I ever.”

What I meant was that I’d hold the ladder for her while she finished the job. But she promptly got right down and handed the lightbulb to me.

I took the bulb and climbed up rung by rung, using my right hand to steady myself against the house. This was higher than it looked from the ground, and I wasn’t crazy about heights. My belly did a little flip-flop as I reached out, slowly twisting the bulb into the socket. I felt eyes on me the whole time, and if I managed to fall, I knew it would hurt doubly-hard, between the physical pain and the embarrassment of looking like a klutz.

Luckily, I managed to twist the bulb until it stopped, and got back down the ladder without tipping over sideways. As I did, the woman ducked inside the house and flipped a switch. The bulb came on, glowing bright yellow in the dark.

Stacy’s mom smiled. My stomach did the same flippity-flop it had done when I was standing on the ladder, even though my Keds were solidly on the patchy front lawn.

“Thank you so much! I heard people were real neighborly around here, and they were telling the truth.” She studied me closely. “You must be around the same age as my daughter Stacy. Do you go to Eastview High?”

I told her that I did. “So I guess you’re... Stacy’s mom?”

Her eyes lit up. “You know Stacy?”

“Sure, I... we eat lunch together sometimes...”

She beamed. “You must be the boy she told me about. Brad, right?”

I nodded.

“It can be so hard, coming into a new school. I really, really appreciate you being so kind to my little girl.” She shook her head as if in disbelief, her long lush hair shimmering in the light from the new bulb. “She’s lucky to have a friend like you.”

I opened my mouth, starting to say that we weren’t friends, not yet, but I didn’t. Instead, I said, “I’m lucky too,” and that was it.

“Can you keep a secret, Brad?”

She said it softly, so that I had to lean in. The scent of her shampoo filled my nostrils.

“Sure, of course.”

“Stacy doesn’t like me to meddle in her business, so please don’t tell her we met tonight. Is that all right with you?”

I said it was, and watched as Stacy’s mom padded into the house, giving a little wave as she disappeared inside. My heart was still hammering the way it had as I scaled the ladder, even though my feet were firmly on the ground. I turned and headed off into the dark, looking back for one last glimpse of Stacy’s mom from behind, but she was gone.

* * * *

After that, Stacy and I kept having lunch together, and soon I got to where I looked forward to it. We’d talk about movies or TV shows we’d seen and which kids we’d most like to send on a one-way trip to Mars, and trade stories about what happened in our classes. The latter led to me grumbling about the C I’d gotten on a math test. Stacy told me she was really good at geometry and asked if I wanted to study together. She said that we could go to her house after school. I said yes without a second thought.

When we walked into Stacy’s house, her mom was on the phone, pacing. She wore a skirt that ended just above her knees and a silk blouse with a bow across the front. “You’re going to love it, I promise,” she said, the word promise setting off sparks in my belly. “You just have to see it.”

“That’s my mom,” Stacy said, and I almost said, Yeah, I know, then caught myself.

A series of built-in shelves beside the front door held photos of Stacy and her mother, along with one of her mom and some guy, both dressed-up and posing in a chapel. Beside them was a five-sided crystal trophy with the words SALESPERSON OF THE YEAR 2002 etched across the front.

Stacy had told me that as a realtor her mother had flexible hours, so she was often home when Stacy got home from school.

“She’s working, huh?” I asked, glancing back into the kitchen as I spread my books across the dining room table.

“She’s always working.” Stacy sounded more proud than resentful. She flipped open her geometry textbook and turned to me. “Now let’s get started. Kurt’ll be home around six and that’s when we eat dinner.”

Kurt was Stacy’s stepdad. She’d told me that her mom and Kurt had gotten married just over a year ago and while her mom acted like he was the greatest, Stacy saw it differently.

“Okay, so let’s start here.” Stacy tapped the textbook. “See if you can answer that first problem.”

I dutifully looked down at the page before me, which wasn’t easy. Because if I lifted my eyes from the book, I could see her mom through the doorway. Long legs stretching from beneath that skirt, well-shaped calves curving down to a pair of black pumps. I started to put down numbers, but they swam before my eyes, until finally I heard—

“Hey, Brad, earth to Brad!”

I blinked at the page, then looked up at Stacy. “What?”

Stacy closed the book with a thump. “This is why you’re failing math, Brad.”

“I’m not failing math. Technically a C is still passing.”

“Well, forget it. If you can’t even be bothered to focus, then why am I wasting my time?”

“I...”

I am focusing, I was about to say, which was the truth. Only she was right, I wasn’t focusing on the equations in front of me. But it wasn’t for lack of trying.

I rubbed my forehead, looked down at my textbook, and tried to concentrate. But I suddenly felt overpowered by the faint smell of perfume and chocolate chips. When I lifted my gaze, Stacy’s mom was there, holding out a plate full of cookies.

“Some problems just take a little longer to figure out than others, am I right?” She leaned past me as she set the plate on the table. I looked down at the geometry problem so that my gaze wouldn’t be drawn to her chest. “Wouldn’t you agree?”

My mouth felt like it was full of clay, and I had to push my tongue through it to form words. “Um, yeah.”

“By the way, I’m Denise. Stacy’s Mom.”

I started to tell her that I knew that, of course, but then I reminded myself what she’d said about pretending we’d never met. Her act was so convincing that I thought maybe she really had forgotten how I’d helped her change the lightbulb in front of the house.

“I’m Brad. A friend of Stacy’s.”

Denise put her hand out for me to shake. “Nice to meet you, Brad.”

I took her slim hand and shook it. Her grip was surprisingly strong.

“I hope you like lemonade,” she said, going back to the kitchen.

She brought out two glasses full of yellow liquid. Beads of moisture rolled down the sides. I knew how it felt.

“Thank you, ma’am.”

Denise shook her head. “You’re welcome here anytime, Brad. But on one condition... that’s the last time you call me ma’am. My name’s Denise.”

I took a deep breath, inhaling perfume. “Yes, ma’am... I mean, Denise.”

Stacy sighed heavily, reaching for a cookie. “Mom, do you mind? We’re working...”

“Sorry.”

Denise spun on her heels and headed back into the kitchen. I reached for a cookie. It was clearly a Chips Ahoy straight from the package, but for some reason it tasted so good I wanted to lap up every crumb.

Soon, we got into a routine, me and Stacy going to her house after school every Monday, Wednesday, and Thursday. We’d usually spend an hour or so on math problems and then another hour watching reruns of The Simpsons and Will and Grace, until it was time for me to head home. If Denise was there, she’d bring us snacks and chat a little before going back to her phone calls.

I thought everything would just keep on like that, and maybe it would’ve, except for Kurt.

One afternoon, Stacy and I were working on geometry problems as usual. “So, if we know that the area of the triangle is fifty, and both sides are x and the base is x plus five, then—”

I stared down at the sheet of looseleaf paper in front of me. “Hold on. Which one’s x?”

Stacy frowned. “Come on, you gotta keep up.”

“He’s trying, you know.” Denise leaned in past me, setting down two glasses of iced tea to go with our peanut butter cookies. “Doing his best.”

“His best needs to be better if he’s going to pass geometry.”

I tried to concentrate on the problem in front of me. “Um, so this is x plus five?”

Stacy sighed. “You need to look at—”

Before she could finish her thought, the front door thumped open, followed by a big booming voice that called, “Where you all at?” I glanced at Stacy, her face as wooden as the number two pencil she gripped, and then at Denise. She too froze for a moment and then came to life, brushing out her hair with her fingers as she turned around.

“Hey baby, you’re home early.”

“That’s not much of a greeting.”

I heard the whush of the fridge opening and then a giggle as Denise went into the kitchen. Through the doorway, a tall broad-shouldered man with a swoop of brown hair and a day’s worth of stubble squeezed a can of Coors.

“That Stacy’s boyfriend?” he asked, nodding at me.

“I told you, he’s not her boyfriend.”

“Whatever you say.” He knocked back a swig of his beer. “When’s dinner?”

Denise moved around the kitchen, looking frazzled. “I was going to... I didn’t realize what time...”

Kurt brushed past her into the dining room. His eyes had settled on the plate of cookies in front of me. He grabbed one and jammed it into his mouth, spilling crumbs on my textbook.

“Well, at least I got a snack.” He washed his cookie down with a swig of beer, then glanced at the books spread before me and Stacy. “You better clean all this up before dinner.”

“We were just finishing anyway,” Stacy said, closing my math book for me. I grabbed my looseleaf binder and pencils and stuffed everything into my backpack as fast as I could. By the time I was done, Stacy was already on her feet.

Kurt had grabbed the plate of cookies and was headed through a doorway just past the dining room. As I passed it, I could see dark paneling on the walls and smell the faint whiff of cigar smoke. His feet clumped heavily as he made his way down the stairs.

“You have a good evening, Brad,” Denise said, turning as I passed her, but her voice was flat. All the life seemed to have gone out of her.

When Stacy and I got outside, she looked back at the house and then at me. “Sorry. I know he can be kind of a jerk.”

“He’s all right.”

“Yeah, well, only on his first beer.”

A band of muscle tightened across my shoulders. “He drinks?”

“Oh yeah. It’s been getting worse, but Mom says that’s just because he’s under a lot of stress at work... hopefully it’ll pass. Anyway, I should go. See you at lunch tomorrow?”

* * * *

After that, things settled back into the usual routine. Every day I saw Stacy for lunch, and three times a week I went to her house for math tutoring. Denise was usually there, and she made snacks and drinks and chit-chat. None of us mentioned Kurt, though he seemed to be the elephant in the dining room, the subject no one ever raised.

“These look great,” I said, as Denise set a plate of brownies on the dining room table. And it was true, they looked delicious.

“Why, thank you, Brad. They’re homemade.”

Through the doorway, I could see the Betty Crocker box propped on the counter but said nothing.

I took a brownie and pushed the plate over to Stacy, but she shook her head. “As my mom knows, I’m on a diet.”

She reached across the table and took an apple from a bowl of fruit, started munching. As she chewed, I noticed that her face did look a little thinner, though as far as I could tell she hadn’t lost any weight. Of course, it was hard to tell beneath her baggy sweatshirts and loose-fitting jeans.

I took another bite of my brownie, savoring the rich taste, and looked at Denise. “These are so, so good... does Kurt like when you bake for him?”

Denise stiffened, wiping her manicured hands on a dishtowel. “Why do you ask that?”

“No reason, I just... it seems like he’s kind of cranky sometimes.”

“Kurt’s a good man, he’s just under a lot of stress.”

The same thing Stacy had said. A blanket excuse for all Kurt’s bad behavior.

“Well, I’m glad he’s a good guy. Because you and Stacy... you deserve the best.”

Denise turned back to me, her face lighting up with a smile. “Thank you, Brad. You always say the sweetest things.”

Later, Stacy cornered me out front and gave me an elbow to the ribs.

“Hey, what was that for?” I asked.

“You don’t need to suck up to my mom,” she said, her eyes narrowing. “She already likes you.”

Just hearing those words, I felt a little thrill. Even though I knew Stacy didn’t mean like the way I wanted her to.

“I was just being honest, that’s all.”

“Well, shut up about Kurt from now on, okay? I’m sick of hearing about him.”

I promised Stacy that I would, and it was a promise I might’ve kept if not for what happened a few days before Thanksgiving break. That Tuesday, I showed up at our usual lunch table and Stacy wasn’t there. I started digging into my cheeseburger and fries—one of the school’s better meals—when I realized Stacy still hadn’t shown up.

After lunch, I hung around outside her English class, watching students file in, but not Stacy. Maybe she was home sick. But she’d seemed fine during our study session the day before.

On my way home from school, I stopped at Stacy’s house. I knocked, shifting from foot to foot. When there was no answer, I knocked again. Finally, Denise came to the door, though she didn’t look much like herself. Maybe it was her outfit, a pair of baggy sweatpants and a loose-fitting T-shirt, the kind of thing Stacy would wear. Or maybe it was the look in her eyes, dull and vacant. Despite all that, she had her makeup on, though it looked patchy and hastily-applied.

“Oh hi, Brad. Wasn’t expecting you today.” Denise touched a spot low on her right cheekbone. “It is Tuesday, isn’t it?”

“I just dropped by because I didn’t see Stacy at school. Is she sick?”

“No, but I am.” She sniffled. “Just a cold. But Stacy decided to stay home and take care of me. Such a sweet girl.”

I nodded. Stacy was a sweet girl. But why had she skipped school to take care of her mom if all her mom had was a minor cold?

Deeper in the house, I heard a toilet flushing, then a faint, “Mom? Where are you?”

Denise called back: “Right here, honey. Just telling Brad how I’m sick.”

“Oh.” Stacy appeared behind her mom and looked out at me. “I’ll be back at school tomorrow, okay?”

I nodded, starting to go, and took one last look at Denise. My eyes went to the spot along her cheekbone, which she had touched earlier. Some of the makeup had worn away beneath her fingers, leaving a faint hint of purple. Something rose inside me, but I forced it down.

“Feel better, Denise,” I said, turning to go. My hands were clenched into fists, anger boiling in my gut, but I managed to keep my cool as I headed toward home.

* * * *

“How’s things going with Kurt?” I asked, looking across the cafeteria table at Stacy. It was a little over two weeks since that day I’d seen her mom with the bruise on her face. I was chewing a piece of pizza and couldn’t taste a thing. That was probably just as well.

“Everything’s fine, no problem.”

The last few times I’d come to Stacy’s house, her mom was out with a client. I told myself that was because real estate sales had picked up, not because she was avoiding me. Then again, I remembered the way she looked at me as I had left that day. I’d known she was hiding a bruise beneath her makeup, and it was clear she knew I knew.

“You’re sure things’re okay?” I asked.

“Of course, I’m sure.” Stacy pushed her tray away, looking at me closely. “If you’ve got something to say, then say it.”

“Okay well... has Kurt hit your mom before?”

“Jesus, Brad.”

Stacy looked around the cafeteria with a kind of low-grade panic, as if someone might’ve overheard. But everyone else was caught up in their own drama.

Still, I leaned in closer, dropping my voice to a whisper. “Well, has he?”

“I don’t know... maybe once or twice.” I wanted to believe her, but she wouldn’t look at me.

“It’s not right.” I heard a coldness in my voice. “It’s not right at all.”

“That’s just how it is with Kurt. Okay?”

I ground the overcooked pizza to dust between my teeth, not trusting myself to speak. Stacy put a hand across the table, touched my fingers. I almost pulled away, my nerve endings screaming, but the look in Stacy’s eyes made me force myself to stay still.

“Why doesn’t your mom leave him?” I asked.

“I don’t know... for lots of reasons. Because she can’t cover the mortgage herself. And because she’s afraid that if she says she wants a divorce, things’ll get worse. And probably because... I don’t know, some part of her really loves him.”

I put down the last hunk of pizza. My stomach couldn’t take it.

“The good thing is, we’ll get a little break from him next weekend. We’re going up to Albany to see my grandma on Friday and we’ll be gone until Sunday night.”

“What about Kurt?”

“He’s staying home. He hates my grandma, says her house is like a ‘goddamn museum.’”

I leaned back from the table, wheels turning in my brain. I almost said something to Stacy but didn’t. I knew that if she had any idea what I was thinking, she’d only try to talk me out of it.

“What is it, Brad?” she asked.

I thought of my father, trying to push the memory away. I’d only been eight when he walked out on us. I could still remember that last night, me in the living room in my Transformers pajamas, looking up at him: his fists clenched, his square-jawed grimace aimed at me. “What the hell’re you looking at?” he snarled and turned back to my mother. I ran into my bedroom and slammed the door, but it didn’t matter. I could still hear my mother’s cries, even with my head stuck under my pillow.

Well, I wasn’t eight years old anymore. I was a couple months shy of sixteen, practically a grown man. I didn’t have to let Stacy’s mom go through what my mother had. And I didn’t have to stick my head under a pillow and cry myself to sleep, either. Not anymore.

“It’s nothing,” I said, and even though I told myself I shouldn’t rush into anything, I had already made up my mind.

* * * *

That Saturday, I knocked on the front door of Stacy’s house. There was no answer at first, so I rapped more loudly. Still no answer. I tried to look in through the front curtains, but they were pulled, and I couldn’t see past them. Finally, Kurt came to the door. His eyes were red-rimmed, and his cheeks were flushed.

He folded his arms, his wide shoulders filling most of the doorway. “Stacy’s not here, you know.”

“I know but I think I forgot my math book here the other day. I need it to do my homework.”

Kurt seemed to weigh my excuse for wanting to come in. Finally, he backed away, which was clearly about as much of an invitation as I was going to get. He shut the door behind me.

I headed into the living room, careful to step over a pile of overturned shoes and a crumpled newspaper. I glanced back at a stack of mail sloppily piled in front of the Salesperson of the Year trophy on the shelf. Something rose in my belly. The house never looked this messy when Denise was around.

Kurt snorted. “You think I don’t know what you’re up to, but I do.”

“Is that right?”

“You don’t give a damn about Stacy. You got a thing for my wife, that’s all. Can’t say I blame you, she’s a knockout, at least when she bothers to dress up a little. But in case you hadn’t noticed, you’re still just a snot-nosed kid and she’s a grown woman.”

“Yeah, well, I’m old enough to know how to treat a woman with respect.”

“Respect?” He spat the word at me like a mouthful of warm Coke. “Yeah, well, she’ll get my respect when she earns it. And so will you.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“It means you think I don’t see you chasing around after her like a three-legged puppy? It’s pathetic.”

I said nothing. I hadn’t come over with a plan, not exactly, but my eyes shifted back to the crystal trophy on the shelf. The pile of mail flopped to the floor as I reached for it. The trophy was heavy in my hands, one of its edges digging into my palm.

“You’re pathetic,” I said, and Kurt yowled.

That was understandable, of course, since I had just brought the edge of the trophy down on the side of his head. He dropped to one knee, putting a hand to the bloody spot on his scalp.

“You worthless little shit.”

He started toward me, fists clenched. In another situation, he might’ve even gotten the best of me. Truth is, he almost did, even though he was already bloodied and dazed. I backpedaled into the kitchen, kept going until I bumped into the fridge. Faintly, I heard the sound of a football game rising from the basement.

As Kurt moved in, I swung the trophy at him again but missed. He grabbed the meaty part of my upper arm and started to twist. I could feel the tendons in my shoulder crying out, the pain radiating down my spine. My fingers spasmed and the trophy fell from my grip, going thunk on the floor. I looked back at the half-open basement door, my vision starting to blur.

“You stupid little brat,” he said, twisting my arm further. The pain rose a notch, a smile creeping across his face. I had a sudden memory of my father, holding half a broom handle, asking whether I wanted to keep on crying or shut my yap. When I turned to my mother, she looked away.

Something red and fiery rose inside me, giving me the extra jolt I needed.

I jammed my knee up into Kurt’s belly. He staggered back, trying to find his footing, a tiny smile on his lips. He still thought he was going to get the best of me. Maybe he would’ve, if I hadn’t done what I did next.

I put my head down and charged forward and barreled into him. He staggered backward, stumbling toward the open basement door, his fingers groping at the railing. He almost got a hold of it, too, but his balance was off, and gravity was starting to do its thing. His mouth turned into an O of surprise, and he shrieked, but not for long.

He landed with a sound that was loud and wet and final.

I looked down from the top of the stairs, the sound of a crowd cheering from the TV, watching the puddle spread out beneath Kurt’s body. There wasn’t as much blood as I expected.

I got a couple of Denise’s dishtowels and mopped up the mess Kurt had left here and there. I also picked up the trophy and wiped away both blood and fingerprints. I’d need to clean the doorknobs and anything else I had touched to erase my tracks.

What would Stacy and her mom think when they came home and saw Kurt like this? Would they feel relieved and grateful? Sad that he passed? Or maybe they’d feel like I did as I balled up the dishtowel in my fists, nothing much at all, just a sense that an old wrong had been righted at last.

* * * *

After that, I waited anxiously for the news about Kurt to get out. I stayed home the rest of that day, snapping at my mother every time she asked me a question or wondered if I was hungry. Feeling bad, I decided to make dinner, a homemade pizza, and sat with her as we watched her favorite show, Wheel of Fortune.

I was even more on edge the next day, waiting for Stacy and her mom to come home and find Kurt. Finally, I got a call from Stacy. She sounded breathless.

“He’s dead!” she cried, her voice rising in pitch.

“Who?” I asked, as if I didn’t know.

“Kurt. He fell... it’s awful... he must’ve come upstairs to get a beer and then tripped on the way back down to his man-cave.”

“That’s crazy. What about you? How are you?”

“I’m okay. I mean...” She lowered her voice. “... it’s no secret that I didn’t like him much. But I never dreamed something like this could happen.”

I told her that I couldn’t believe it either.

“And how’s your mom?” I asked. “How’s she holding up?”

“She’s upset, of course, and maybe she’s in shock... but she seems kind of, well, she’s taking it pretty well. It’s almost as if...” Stacy lowered her voice, as if to make sure her mother couldn’t overhear. “... she’s been waiting for something like this to happen.”

A small thrill moved through me. For all the guilt and questions that had tormented me, especially late at night, when I was twisting in the sheets, I believed deep down that I had done the right thing. And this was confirmation.

* * * *

Five days after that, I went over to see Stacy after school. She hadn’t been there, of course. The funeral had been that morning, but my mother thought it wasn’t a good idea for me to miss any classes. Especially since my grades in math had finally started to pick up.

As soon as I came up the front walk, Stacy burst out of the house. She threw her arms around me. Some of her mother’s perfume had clung to her clothes. Closing my eyes, I imagined she was Denise instead.

“My mom says that after we deal with some things here, we might go out to southern California and stay with my aunt for a while,” Stacy said. “They’ve got a pool and stuff. My mom thinks it’ll be good for both of us to get some sunshine and take a break.”

“Yeah, I guess so.”

The sadness I heard in my words then was no put-on. I was truly sorry that Stacy was leaving for a while. I actually felt like I might miss her. And I did.

Although I didn’t know it then, Stacy’s stay in California would last more than “a while.” She and her mother liked Orange County so much that they never came back.

“Look, I should go. My mom might need me.”

As Stacy turned back to the house, I realized that she wasn’t wearing one of her usual baggy outfits but a pair of tight-fitting jeans and a sweater instead. Her diet must’ve been working because she had clearly lost some weight around the middle. Her face had narrowed too, showing off the same cheekbones her mother had. If Stacy kept shedding pounds and let her hair grow out a little, she’d soon be just as much of a knockout as—

“Mom.”

Denise moved out onto the stoop, letting out a long breath. “You go on in, hon. I want to talk to Brad for a minute.”

Nodding, Stacy headed back inside. Denise came down the front steps. She wore a pair of capri jeans and a faded T-shirt, her hair pulled back in a ponytail, no makeup except for some bright red lipstick. The faint hint of a bruise was still there over her right cheekbone, but just barely. Another day or two and it would be gone.

“Thank you,” she said.

“Oh, I...” My throat began to tighten, sweat forming in my palms.

“For the flowers.”

“Yeah, of course...” I could barely seem to choke the words out. “My mom thought we should send them... she said it was the right thing to do.”

“It sure was.” I could feel Denise’s eyes, drilling into mine, and I needed all my courage just to look up at her. “You know, we’ll miss you while we’re out west.”

“Me too... I...”

Tell her, I thought. Tell her how you feel. But I couldn’t. It was just a dumb crush, and I knew it.

“Goodbye, Brad,” she said, and leaned in to kiss my cheek. As she did, I felt something stir inside me, a desire that only Stacy’s mom could spark.

“’Bye, Denise.”

For a moment she just stood there and so did I. I could feel a trace of lipstick on my cheek and rubbed it away. Denise watched me thoughtfully.

“You missed a spot.”

I brought my hand up to rub my cheek some more, but she shook her head. “Not that... I mean on the trophy. There was still a little blood.”

“What... I...”

Denise smiled. Then she got in close, her breath tickling my ear as she whispered: “I’ll never tell.”

She glided through the front door without looking back, closing it gently behind her. I stood there, hands in my pockets, feeling the chill on my cheeks, though one was still warm from where her lips had pressed against it.

I’ll never tell.

True to her word, she never did.
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THE GAMES GANG RIDES AGAIN,
by Hal Charles

Mandi Rhodes was torn between two emotions as she entered the home of her recently deceased grandmother. On the one hand, she was sad over the loss of her beloved Granny Della; on the other, she felt happy to once again celebrate a ritual that she had so enjoyed as long as she could remember.

Mandi found her mother in the kitchen, where she was whipping up “Della’s Cherry Delight,” the drink always served right before Mandi and her two sisters attempted to solve the puzzle their grandmother had carefully prepared for them and win their coveted gifts.

“Your grandmother would be so happy to know that the `Games Gang’ was gathering one last time on her birthday,” said Ruth Rhodes as she scooped vanilla ice cream into a large crystal container. “Six scoops,” she said, looking down at the worn recipe card on the counter, "then one cup of cherries, three tablespoons of chocolate syrup, and two shots of seltzer. That should do it.”

“Are Bekka and Claire here yet?” said Mandi.

“Of course,” said Ruth. “You don’t think they’d be late for a September Third celebration, especially this one. They’re in the study.”

Mandi’s grandmother had always loved puzzles and wanted to instill that love in her three grandkids. To accomplish this goal, Della created a puzzle for them to solve on her birthday. Some years it was a crossword; some, a scavenger hunt or a history quiz. She claimed that her most cherished birthday present was seeing the look on the girls’ faces when they solved the puzzle.

As Ruth poured the sodas into their glasses, she said, “Just before she died, your grandmother made me promise to assemble you girls for one last puzzle.”

The four women raised their glasses, and Mandi said, “To Granny Della.”

Finishing their sodas, the sisters turned to Ruth. “What are this year’s clues?” said Claire, who was known for her impatience.

“Well,” said Ruth, placing her empty glass on the tray, “that’s just it—there are no clues.”

“I don’t understand,” said Bekka. “How can we solve a puzzle without any clues?”

“All your grandmother said was everything you need is in the safe in her closet,” said Ruth almost apologetically.

“All right,” said Mandi, “open the safe and get the clues.”

“I’m afraid it’s not that easy,” Ruth said. “Granny Della didn’t give me the combination. I thought one of you must have it.”

As the sisters looked at each other, it was apparent that nobody knew the combination.

“Wait a minute,” said Mandi. “What if this year’s puzzle IS the combination?”

“I guess the Games Gang has its work cut out for it,” said Ruth.

“When do we gather each year to solve the puzzle?” said Mandi, taking the initiative.

“On Granny Della’s birthday,” said Claire. “September 3rd.”

“But doesn’t a combination usually have more than two numbers?” said Bekka.

“Let’s add in the year of her birth,” said Mandi. “We can split 1944 into 19 and 44.”

Walking to the safe, Mandi tried the combination with no luck.

“What about her anniversary?” said Bekka. “She and Grandpa Bill were so devoted to each other.”

Mandi tried the numbers then shook her head.

“Mom,” said Claire, “you were an only child. Maybe Granny Della used your birthday.”

Again Mandi twisted the dial with negative results.

For the next few minutes the Games Gang tried every numbers combo they could think of—with the same results.

“Well,” said Ruth, “while you girls try to figure out the puzzle, I think I’ll clean up the dishes and straighten the kitchen.”

As Ruth gathered the glasses and headed for the kitchen, Mandi smiled. “I think I can dial up one final win for the Games Gang.”
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