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THE CAT’S MEOW

Welcome to Black Cat Weekly.

As our 88th issue was coming together, I noticed that we have a pair of jungle adventure novels—the first Bomba the Jungle Boy story, as well as Tarzan and the Lost Empire. So I’m going to bill it as a “Special Jungle Warrior Issue” and just add that it’s a fun one. #88 also includes two original mysteries (Mark Thielman, N.M. Cedeño) plus a bunch of other great modern and classic stories (Fritz Leiber! Day Keene! George O. Smith!). I would have gladly bought Anna Tambour’s story for Weird Tales when I was editing WT—don’t forget to check it out. (It falls somewhere between fantasy, crime, and Rod Serling’s the Twilight Zone.)

And we are super happy to welcome back Acquiring Editor Cynthia Ward, who brings us the Walter Jon Williams tale this time.

And we are super happy to welcome back Acquiring Editor Cynthia Ward brings us the Walter Jon Williams tale this time.

Here’s the complete lineup:

Mysteries / Suspense / Adventure:

“License to Kill,” by Mark Thielman [Michael Bracken Presents short story]

“The Case of the Burgled Bushels,” by Hal Charles. [Solve-It-Yourself Mystery]

“Short-Term Murder,” by N.M. Cedeño [Michael Bracken Presents short story]

“Dead Men Do Tell Tales,” by Day Keene [short story]

Bomba the Jungle Boy, by Roy Rockwood [novel]

Science Fiction & Fantasy:

“Lethe,” by Walter Jon Williams [Cynthia Ward Presents short story]

“I Killed for a Lucky Strike,” by Anna Tambour [short story]

“Atomic Bonanza,” by George O. Smith [short story]

“Martians Keep Out!” by Fritz Leiber [short novel]

Tarzan and the Lost Empire, by Edgar Rice Burroughs [novel]

Until next time, happy reading!

—John Betancourt

Editor, Black Cat Weekly
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LICENSE TO KILL,
by Mark Thielman

“Damn license plate.” Carla pounded her hands on the steering wheel in frustration.

The patrol car’s overhead lights flashed red and blue behind her, alternatively coloring the interior of her BMW. This would be the fourth ticket she’d gotten this year. The police gave zero-tolerance once they saw the personalized “SUE U L8R” license plate. Carla had received the car in the divorce from Charlie. He probably thought the tickets were hilarious too. The revenge of the ex. Carla reminded herself to take the time to visit the Department of Motor Vehicles. Maybe “I H8 LWRS” would help soothe the cops.

The officer slowly approached. Carla checked her lipstick in the rearview mirror. Hopefully, she could talk her way out of a citation. This time, Carla hadn’t noticed that she’d been speeding.

She unrolled the window as the officer arrived and looked up with her most-innocent smile. “What’s the trouble, officer?”

“Are you Mrs. Charles King?”

The cop outside her window hardly looked old enough to carry a badge and a gun. He also looked tense. Carla frowned. “I’m Carla Lehrer. I divorced that cheating dirtbag six months ago. I just haven’t had time to get the registration updated.” She again flashed the broad smile. “That waste of an Armani suit. Probably should have let his girlfriends fight over who got to ride around in his fancy car.” She batted her eyes. “You know what Shakespeare said, ‘first thing we do, let’s kill all the lawyers,’ right? Carla hoped that an extra bit of vitriol might help her beat the ticket.

He collected her license and registration and returned to his vehicle. In her rearview mirror, Carla watched him talking into the handset of his radio. He glanced up at her car periodically. Then, his lips stopped moving. Listening, she decided. After a moment, he nodded.

As the officer got out of the car, Carla saw that, although he tried to project a casual demeanor, he moved more stiffly on his return walk. His right palm rested on the grip of his handgun. His eyes flitted, roaming the interior of her car before returning to her.

Carla moved her hands to the steering wheel, where she knew he could see them.

“Would you mind stepping out of the car, Mrs. King?” The officer grabbed the door handle of her car. His eyes, she saw, quickly scanned the backseat.

“It’s Lehrer, officer.”

“Please exit the vehicle, Mrs. King.” The officer unlatched the door and pulled it open.

Carla stepped out of the car. “It’s Ms. Lehrer,” she repeated.”

The officer gave a quick shake of his head. “I would like you to accompany me back to the station. Detective Bass asked to have a few words with you.”

Fat-Ass Bass, Carla knew, handled investigations for the police department. Charlie always said he wouldn’t leave his desk chair if the building caught fire. “Do I need to have my ex-husband meet me there? He’s still my lawyer even if he’s not my husband.”

“That would be difficult, ma’am. He was murdered earlier today.”

* * * *

When Detective Bass turned to close the door of the police station’s interview room, Carla’s eyes immediately dipped to the seat of his pants. Not surprisingly, Charlie had been unkind. Medium-ass better described the detective, she thought. He couldn’t bounce a quarter off those flanks, but most of her male colleagues at the high school carried more junk in the trunk.

Bass’s chair creaked when he sat. He handed her a paper cup of coffee, then paused to pour two sugar packets into his.

He had, she saw, seemingly by accident, let his file’s contents spill from the folder. A property list lay on top. The photo beneath, however, caught her eye, just like Bass intended. The picture showed a cheap motel. Charlie’s body lay at the foot of a bed. Blood soaked the carpet around his head. She noticed odd things. Discount seascapes hung from the walls. Her ex still wore boxers. Carla frowned and blinked. Perhaps she had fantasized about Charlie being dead in the throes of the divorce but seeing him face down still stabbed her heart.

“You know why you’re here?” Bass straightened the folder, pushing the picture out of sight.

“I’ve been told that my ex-husband is dead.” Carla felt her cheeks flush, livid at the detective’s cheap attempt at manipulation. She stared across the table. “I know I’m an English teacher and not a cop, but do you really think you’re the best person to investigate his murder?”

Bass frowned and drew back. The chair protested the move with another squeak.

“I remember when Charlie got the murder weapon suppressed in a case you investigated. He said he ripped you a new one on the stand. Told me you got pretty peeved. I don’t know if I like the idea of the detective having a personal grudge against the victim.”

Bass’s chair complained again as he leaned forward. Fleshy forearms rested on the table. “You know what I think?”

Carla slowly shook her head.

Bass’s chair squeaked again. “A witness placed a brown-haired woman at the motel with the deceased. According to the patrol officer, you can’t stand your ex-husband. He says you practically bragged about the murder out on the street. I think you want to provoke the PD to assign a less qualified detective to this investigation. I think I’m looking at an angry woman who got stiffed in a divorce. Do you know what Shakespeare said about Hell having no anger? Why don’t you finish up that confession? It’ll do you good.”

Carla thought about everything she’d said on the roadside to separate herself from Charlie. Damn that license plate. She pressed her fingertips against the side of her head and massaged her temples, feeling the weight of her auburn hair resting against her knuckles. “I don’t think the PD has a less qualified detective. It wasn’t Shakespeare, and it’s not anger; it’s fury. Did you study anything besides football in high school?”

* * * *

Carla carried three thoughts out of the interview. First, Detective Bass had no idea who murdered Charles King. Second, in the absence of a better suspect, Bass might decide to arrest her. She’d consented to let him take her DNA and fingerprints. As her lawyer, Charlie would have advised against it if he weren’t dead. But he was, and she figured it was the easiest way to show she had nothing to hide.

And third, perhaps in retrospect, pissing off the lead detective wasn’t her best play. Impulse control had, however, sometimes been a problem for Carla. With a little more self-control, she may not have flown to Vegas with Charlie on her school’s Spring Break eight years ago.

Spilled milk and all that, Carla thought.

She let herself into Charlie’s vacant office. Returning the door key, like changing the license plate, was one of those post-divorce details she still needed to handle. She’d stopped at Fran’s Beauty Supply on the drive to the office and bought a box of plastic gloves. Since Charlie hadn’t married his next ex-wife yet, he was between next of kin. Nobody would be around to consent to the police searching his office. Bass would have to get a warrant, and he likely wouldn’t rush. That would require effort. Carla figured she had some time for her own intelligence work. But she didn’t want Bass to find her fingerprints on the office keyboard when he processed it.

She called the medical examiner’s office. “This is Sherry from police homicide.” She’d noted the secretary’s name when she had stomped from the office earlier. “I’m calling for Detective Bass. We’ve had a malware attack here at the PD.” Carla paused. “I know. Someone ought to do something about crime in this town. He was hoping you’d send the preliminary autopsy report to his personal email.” She nodded. “He knows it won’t be final until toxicology comes back. But this one doesn’t look drug related. Email it to FatAss@gmail.com.” Carla paused again. “I know. It rhymes with Bass. All the defense lawyers call him that. He decided he could get angry or embrace it.” Carla’s voice took on a conspiratorial whisper. “Be sure to check it out the next time he’s at the ME’s Office.”

Moments later, the FatAss inbox received its first message. Carla smiled. The spoofed email had been inspired.

Opening the PDF, she carefully read the report. Carla had listened to Charlie talk about enough cases to understand most of the terminology. He had a close-range gunshot wound to the back of his head. Carla knew that usually meant inside of six inches. He had no abrasions on his body. Charlie hadn’t been beaten. Surprisingly, she felt relieved to read that he hadn’t suffered. No ligature marks near the wrists told her that his hands hadn’t been tied. There had been no sign of a life-or-death struggle. Instead, he’d let someone walk up behind him. She remembered the crime scene picture of Charlie in his underwear.

She knew what conclusion Detective Bass would draw.

She jabbed the print key.

Charlie could juggle girlfriends and a wife, remembering birthdays and anniversaries. In court, he meticulously recounted testimony given days earlier in a complex case with dozens of witnesses. But passwords, Charlie would forget immediately after changing them. At home, he kept a list on the last page of a notepad. Opening the pencil drawer of his desk, Carla found that his work habits had stayed the same since they’d separated. She took a picture of the password list.

Carla logged into the email and skimmed through Charlie’s messages. The family of Sergio Rodriguez complained about the trial fee. They expected a refund since the case hadn’t gone the drug dealer’s way. Carla snorted at the idea of Charlie parting with any of his money. He didn’t offer coupons and never gave guarantees.

She continued reading. Milan Piana wrote a lengthy message. Carla paused her reading to form a mental picture—shark skin suit, pinky ring, thick wad of cash—the kind of client Charlie salivated to represent. Well, Carla thought, one type of client who made Charlie drool. She shook her head to clear her mind of thoughts of her ex’s two-timings and returned to the email. Charlie needed to get the bail reduced for Piana’s jailed brother. He had been entrapped, the email said. Piana offered a veiled threat if Charlie couldn’t deliver.

Carla pulled up the photos in the client’s file. A man in a slick suit looked back at her with dark, heavy-lidded eyes. His top lip curled like a fishhook. He wore five o’clock shadow and mussed dark hair. Carla couldn’t decide if he rated higher on the swarthy or angry scale. She scrolled through the other pictures on Charlie’s computer, studying men’s and women’s faces. None of them looked familiar. No one carried a sign that said “murderer.” Charlie, she noted, had deleted all the pictures of the two of them.

She paused again and thought about the man she’d foolishly married. Charlie hadn’t feared his clients. “Nobody is crazy enough to hurt their lawyers,” he’d said whenever she expressed concern. “Not because they can’t, but it makes it damn near impossible for a defendant to hire the next one.” Charlie had been no fool. He wouldn’t let a drug lord, or a Mafiosi walk up behind him, nor would she expect him to take a business meeting wearing only boxers. She needed to focus on his girlfriends.

Carla opened his IM app and blushed as she read a chat between Charlie and Winter. Carla assumed Winter didn’t know about the messages Charlie exchanged with Sparkle or Brittany.

She glanced at the autopsy report atop the printer, wishing now that he’d suffered a little bit.

While the correspondence printed, Carla hunted through the computer, looking for any contact information. She found addresses and phone numbers for the business clients but none for the girlfriends.

Carla deleted the email and cleared the print queue. Gathering the paperwork, she drove to Charlie’s condo. On the way, she stopped again at Fran’s Beauty. From the foot care and pedicure aisle, she chose a box of plastic booties. The clerk, a middle-aged man with tired eyes, took her money and bagged up her purchase.

Carla was not surprised that Charlie didn’t have security cameras. Video evidence pairing him with a flight attendant had busted their marriage. She pulled up the picture of the passwords and, with her gloved hand, keyed the electronic lock. The door clicked. Carla slipped the booties over her shoes and pushed inside. If Bass charged her with murder, any lawyer could account for DNA she might have accidentally left at Charlie’s office. He’d owned it before they divorced. Evidence putting her at his condominium, a place he didn’t buy until after she’d kicked him out, would be harder to explain.

Still, she needed to be here. She’d read the property report from Bass’s file. When one hoped to catch a cheating spouse, the ability to quickly read upside down proved essential. Carla had spied that the police recovered a single cell phone.

But she knew from hard experience that Charlie always discretely possessed a second phone. Either the killer had taken it, or he’d left it at home. She needed to know.

She didn’t find a phone. Carla did, however, locate a cocktail napkin from the Cockpit, a lounge over by the airport. Her cheating radar beeped. That sounded exactly like the kind of place Charlie would troll. She collected a few other scraps of girlfriend data as well.

A smattering of cars dotted the Cockpit’s parking lot. Inside, her eyes surveyed the thin crowd. Lonely men sat caressing beer steins. The bartender, a brassy blonde, stood folded over her phone. The scrolling motion of her finger highlighted her high-gloss red nail polish. Carla weaved through the tables, heading toward the bar. She ignored the wolfish looks.

The bartender looked up from her phone and smiled as Carla plopped onto a stool.

She was pretty, Carla thought and glanced at the woman’s nametag. “Winter, I’d like a glass of chardonnay, please.”

Winter nodded and quickly put a full glass in front of her.

“What brings you in?” Winter asked.

“Need a quick drink before my flight. Takeoffs make me nervous.”

Winter nodded. “You likely won’t have to pay for your wine here.” Her eyes flicked quickly over the crowd of men.

“You probably have to beat them back with your corkscrew,” Carla said.

Winter’s eyes glistened. “They know I’ve got a guy,”

Carla felt a sudden pang of sadness for the woman. She knew the sensation. Charlie’s charismatic pull made you feel like you were the only woman in his world. The same skill made him both a successful litigator and philanderer. She pushed the thought away and nodded her head toward the door. “I guess the real creeps know to stay outside.”

Winter cocked her head and gave her a questioning look.

“Coming in, I saw some weird-looking guy nosing around a blue Camry in the parking lot.”

Winter’s eyes got big. “Be right back.” She dashed from behind the bar.

In her rush, Winter left her unlocked phone on the bar. Carla scrolled quickly, noting the phone number for “C.” Using a cocktail napkin, she poured out the cheap wine and dropped the wineglass into one of the plastic booties. Placing the bag into her purse, she left cash on the bar.

During trials, Charlie said he often asked people about their bumper stickers. It helped him quickly profile potential jurors. It hadn’t required a psychologist to identify Winter’s car. The Camry’s unicorn decal and “98% princess, 2% bitch” bumper sticker only matched one person in the bar that night.

Before leaving, Carla paused at the Cockpit’s time clock. She snapped a quick picture. The records showed that Winter worked until closing the previous night.

It took most of the evening, but Carla ran down the other leads she found in Charlie’s apartment. Brittany’s roommate looked confused when the flower delivery girl arrived with the bouquet.

“Her boyfriend knows she’s in Canada on business,” the roommate said.

Carla shrugged. “I just deliver. Maybe he wants them here when she gets home.”

The roommate smelled the flowers. A dreamy exhale escaped from her. “Where does a girl find a guy like that?”

“A dumpster,” Carla offered as she returned to the car.

Sparkle answered the door on crutches. She, too, beamed at the flowers. “And I thought he’d ghosted me.”

“Can you sign my invoice?” Carla asked, changing the subject.

Sparkle rebalanced herself. She fingered her chartreuse bangs away from her eyes and then scratched out a signature. Carla noted where her fingers touched the paper. “How long have you been injured?”

“I had surgery last week,” Sparkle said, adjusting the crutches. “Two months ago, I got hit by a car. I signed up a lawyer to sue the guy.” Her eyes flitted to the flowers. She smiled again. “Our relationship has become more than professional.”

Carla wished Sparkle a speedy recovery. Then, Carla walked back to the car, locked the doors, and pounded the steering wheel until her hands hurt. She had successfully eliminated all her suspects. When Detective Bass followed along, he’d find Carla the only one without an airtight alibi. She replayed this tragic drama in her head, beginning with the traffic stop. She pounded the steering wheel again. Carla needed to learn to be quiet. Maybe that would be the license plate she’d make in prison, “TLK 2 MCH.”

After a few hysterical moments, Carla calmed down. Abusing the steering wheel wouldn’t keep her out of jail. Like an assignment for her sophomore English class, she needed to work through this story again. Begin at the beginning, re-analyze the characters, and review the action. She tried to consider the gunshot wound from a different perspective. Carla had an idea, something novel she might try. She drove back to Fran’s Beauty Supply and saw the same clerk working behind the checkout counter. He pointed her to the back of the store. There, they had a row of foam mannequin heads, helpful in styling wigs. Carla grabbed one. A pencil stabbed into the base of the skull would show the wound path. Viewing it might help her see something she missed.

She paused at hair colors, considering her choices. The police would be looking for a brown-haired female. She might become a redhead. She rejected the idea. Dyed hair would be a blinking red sign announcing her guilt to Bass. And Carla reminded herself she was actually innocent.

The man with tired eyes rang up her purchase. “Getting to be a regular.”

“On a deadline,” she said. “You’re working late.”

“The glamorous life of a small business owner.”

Carla’s eyes widened in surprise. “You’re Fran?”

“Francisco.” The man nodded. “But people assume Fran knows more about women’s beauty.” He handed her a slip of paper; a website had been printed on it. “We’ve got an app. You can use your phone to keep track of what you need.” He glanced out the window at her car. “The app saves a lot of driving.”

Carla thanked him.

She was nearly home when the pieces came together. The license plate rang true. She had talked too much, both to others and to herself. Carla’s heart raced. She pulled her car into a Burger King parking lot, needing a moment to catch her breath. Carla knew which woman had murdered her ex. When her breathing settled, she put her car back in gear. Instead of home, however, she drove straight to Charlie’s office. Carla needed to gather a couple of things and send one last email from FatAss.

* * * *

Holding a full glass of chardonnay, Carla watched the local news on her computer. Two uniformed patrol officers escorted Milan Piana into jail. The picture then changed. Detective Bass stood before a bank of microphones. He explained how diligent police work had quickly solved the murder of a prominent local attorney. The police had traced the attorney’s missing phone using the latest technology. They located it at the home of the arrested individual. Hours of painstaking research had uncovered a motive for the killing. A disgruntled sister of a jailed client had sought revenge against his attorney. She lured the late Mr. King to a downtown motel and executed him.

Bass neglected to mention that an anonymous email provided the phone number to Charlie’s missing cell phone. Carla had downloaded the phone bill from his office computer. She had also printed Milan’s home address from Charlie’s client’s next-of-kin contacts. Finally, she included a screenshot of a phone finder app showing the cellphone’s current location. Francisco had been right; apps can save a lot of driving.

Carla didn’t tell Detective Bass how she had mistakenly assumed Milan had been a man, just as she had believed Fran was a woman. She also didn’t confess that she had told herself a story about a Mafiosi, a narrative bolstered by a picture of an angry man in the file. But Milan wasn’t the client. Her photo wouldn’t be in Charlie’s case record, only her brother’s. Carla had been so busy talking that she missed the obvious. Charlie wouldn’t hesitate to seduce a client’s sister.

The news story flashed back to the defendant. Carla imagined that Milan appeared prettier in person than she did in a mug shot. The police had pulled back her dark hair to get a clear photograph of her features. Carla squinted and studied the photo in soft focus. She could imagine Milan persuading Charlie to meet her at the motel. He would be easy prey if she wanted revenge. Of course, now that the police had the phone number, they could subpoena text messages. They’d likely make clear what Carla assumed. Charlie’s standards had fallen over the last few years.

Her email included the address where Bass could find the wine glass and the invoice for Brittany’s flowers. Both had fingerprints of Charlie’s girlfriends. The police could use these for exclusion prints, eliminating possible alternative suspects to bolster the case against the killer. She helpfully included Brittany’s address and the date she’d return from Canada.

Carla collapsed into a chair, careful not to spill the wine. This glass, she intended to drink. Carla smiled, feeling a weight lifted from her shoulders. She rested her head against a throw pillow, much softer than a jail or prison cell. Feeling free, Carla could think of only one thing to do.

She’d change her license plate first thing in the morning. She was thinking SMRT CHK.

ABOUT THE AUTHOR

Mark Thielman (markthielman.com) is a criminal magistrate working in Fort Worth, Texas. His short fiction has appeared in Alfred Hitchcock’s Mystery Magazine, Black Cat Weekly, Mystery Magazine, and a number of anthologies.
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THE CASE OF THE BURGLED BUSHELS,
by Hal Charles

“Aunt Dianna,” exclaimed her niece excitedly as she opened the farmhouse door. “I can’t believe a police detective came out here so quickly when all that’s missing are our three bushels of vegetables for the county fair.”

Detective Dianna Diamond stepped into the spacious living room where she’d grown up and said, “Actually, Cassie, I’m here because I promised my sister I’d drive out to the fairgrounds with you all as soon as I got off work.”

“Somebody took my basket of corn,” said Carrie. The oldest of the triplets by eight minutes was waiting in the living room.

“And somebody nabbed my basket of pole beans,” said Callie, the youngest triplet.

“Me, too,” admitted Cassie. “When we went out to the barn after an early supper, my basket of summer squash had also disappeared, and all three bushels were there before dinner.”

Just then, Deidre, Dianna’s sister, entered the living room from the kitchen and commented, “It’s probably just as well. All three of you had—what shall I say?—less than average crops this year.”

Dianna hugged her sister, then said, “What went wrong this year, ladies? We had plenty of sun, timely rain, and this soil is the best in the county.”

“Do you want to tell Aunt Dianna your master gardening plan this year?” said Deidre.

The three sisters hemmed and hawed, then said unanimously, “You do it.” With that, they bounded off for places unknown. Dianna followed her sister back into the kitchen and sat down at the table that had once been their parents’. Deidre poured them each a cup of coffee and plopped down across from her sister.

“Hard to believe they’ll be teenagers next year,” Deidre mused. “Anyway, as triplets, Carrie, Callie, and Cassie have spent their first dozen years on earth always doing things together.”

“Let me guess,” said Dianna, “they are starting to assert their own identities.”

“How did…?”

“We were sisters once on this very farm. We played together most of the time, but I liked to write; you, paint. I favored soccer—you, basketball.”

“Right. And you became a famous detective and I, a farmer’s wife.”

“I don’t know about the ‘famous’ part, but yeah.”

“Well, instead of planting a common garden this year with their crops comingled, Callie, Cassie, and Carrie each grew a separate garden on a different part of the farm,” Deidre explained.

“Maybe Averett took the three bushels,” yelled Carrie from the second floor.

“Who’s Averett?” asked Dianna.

“The new farm hand. Earl hired him because he needed work,” said Deidre.

“Do you think Dad took them on ahead when he left early for the tractor pull?” called Callie.

Dianna said, “I can’t see Earl balancing three bushels on his lap while he drove three miles to the fairgrounds with his tractor.”

“And today is Averett’s day off,” said Deidre. “He told me yesterday he was driving over to Central City to see his mom.”

“Hmm,” said Dianna before she sipped the hot coffee. “Had any visitors today?”

Deidre walked over to the sink. “We had farm-fresh fried eggs for supper, so I’ve got to wash the yoke off before it sticks,” she explained. “Let’s see. That tractor salesman met with Earl out front around noon. I don’t think the salesman ever left the porch.” She scrubbed harder. “Gosh, those girls are eating so much more I don’t see how the chickens can make enough eggs for them.”

Dianna gazed out at the chicken coop that was still attached to the side of the barn. “Call your three daughters down here, sis. I think we should explain to them what happened to their bushels.”

Solution

By the process of elimination, Dianna reasoned that her sister had motive, means, and opportunity. Deidre hated to see each daughter creating a separate identity for herself, and, yearning for the days of togetherness, her sister had hidden the three bushels when she went out to the chicken coop to fetch eggs for supper. In order to stress the value of cooperation, Dianna also told her three nieces how Native Americans had always grown the corn with pole beans winding around the stalks and squash preventing weeds from interfering with growth, even naming the cooperative process of the plant trio as the three sisters.


SHORT-TERM MURDER,
by N. M. Cedeño

When several screams echoed from next door, Mariah glanced at the time. Noon. That was a new one for a Thursday, especially in early November. Screaming was more common on weekends and in the summer. She rose from her bookkeeping work, spread before her on the pine table in her breakfast nook, and opened the notebook she kept on the kitchen counter. After scrawling the date and the time, she wrote “screaming woman,” then flipped through the pages of the notebook, looking for the last time she’d documented screaming. Ah. Two weeks ago. The time a boys’ sports team stayed next door from Friday through Sunday. Five cars, at least fifteen people, always speeding down the residential street.

Mariah sighed and missed Kiti and Juan again. When they left on their medical missionary work, they hadn’t known that the couple who bought their house didn’t intend to live there. While Mariah didn’t begrudge Kiti her empty-nester dream of traveling and doing some good in the world, she did wish the buyer of the house had been someone other than a pair of real estate investors. When Juan and Kiti moved away, the house next door went from being the heart of the neighborhood, the center of block parties and social gatherings, to the neighborhood pariah. Mariah had even renamed the house in her mind. It wasn’t the Cuero house anymore. It was the “whore house.” Not that it was an actual brothel.—Well, who knew? Maybe it was a brothel some weekends.—But the house itself was a prostitute, a short-term vacation rental. The building, no longer a home, was used by “Johns,” weekend partiers with no concern for the physical care of the house, no attachment to the suburban neighborhood, and no interest in the well-being or long-term health of the community of Round Rock, thirty miles north of Austin, Texas.

The short-term rental had torn a hole in the fabric of the neighborhood and destroyed Mariah’s peace. Plus, she’d lost her friends next door with no chance of gaining new ones. With disappointment curling her lips downward, Mariah closed her notebook and returned to her work at the table, wishing for the thousandth time that people would stay in hotels when they traveled instead of next door to her.

Someone banged on the front door.

“Help!” cried a woman’s voice. “Please, help me!”

Mariah ran to the door, wondering what fresh hell the whore house was serving her this time.

* * * *

“Walk me through it again,” Detective Hill said, tapping her fingers on Mariah’s pine kitchen table. The detective was in her late twenties, with tightly French-braided, auburn hair and a serious face made harsh by heavy eyebrows.

Her partner, Detective Caslov, had a look of polite interest that gave nothing away. Mariah thought he had the best poker face she’d ever seen.

Mariah fingered Detective Hill’s business card, feeling its sharp corners. How many different ways did these detectives want her to repeat the facts? She’d told them all she knew yesterday. “I was here working on billing accounts for my bookkeeping customers. I heard a woman scream at noon. I logged the scream in my notebook. As I went back to my work, a woman, who I now know worked for the company contracted to clean the house next door, banged on my door. She told me someone was dead. I called the police and gave her a cup of tea to calm her down. I assumed a guest died of natural causes.”

Detective Hill raised her thick eyebrows. “Ma’am, you’ve called the police about the house next door six times in the last six months. Is it fair to say you’ve had disagreements with the owners?”

Mariah shook her head, making her short, brown locks bob around her ears. “I’ve never met the owners. So, no. I’ve never had a disagreement with them.”

“But you’ve written multiple letters to them, complaining about the noise, trash, and traffic, haven’t you?” said the expressionless Detective Caslov.

“I wrote to ask them to consider turning the house into a long-term rental. The neighborhood has several rental houses with couples or young families in them. They’ve made the neighborhood their home. Having a short-term rental here that is advertised to sleep up to twenty-five people with parties of up to fifty is disruptive and causes an array of problems from parking and speeding to loud noise, trash piles, and substance abuse. The trash produced is far more than any single-family home and frequently overflows the available bins. The mess is awful. Having a commercial business property that’s basically a hotel and party venue in the midst of a residential area isn’t usually allowed by zoning ordinances.” Mariah was warming to her subject. She could lecture for an hour on the problems that house next door had caused. “There’s a reason most cities regulate commercial activity in residential areas. That house, as a short-term rental, exemplifies—”

Detective Hill leaned toward Mariah. “I understand your complaints. What I find odd is that you didn’t even have the curiosity to investigate when a woman started screaming.”

Mariah crossed her arms on her chest. “Do you know how many times I’ve heard screaming coming from over there? I could show you in my log book. The last time I called the police about a woman screaming, the officer who arrived to investigate talked to the guests and told me that he’d asked them to keep their outdoor, romantic activities quieter. He advised me to buy ear plugs. So, no. I wouldn’t investigate a woman screaming,” Mariah clenched her fists, her toes inside her boots, her jaw, her glutes, maybe every muscle in her body that could be clenched in annoyance.

“Was anyone here with you yesterday morning?”

“I live alone. No spouse. No kids. I work alone handling bookkeeping for a number of independent therapy practices. No one was here with me.” Mariah glared at Detective Hill, challenging her to suggest there was anything wrong with living alone. Mariah wasn’t embarrassed by the fact that she lived alone. She’d never planned to marry. At thirty-eight, she was content with that decision, happy to be a friend, sister, and aunt.

Detective Caslov asked in a conversational tone, “Are you sure you didn’t see the owner enter the house yesterday and decide to have a word with him about his guests? Perhaps you even planned a surprise for him.”

While the detective’s relaxed posture and face held nothing but polite interest, his words stunned Mariah. She jerked back, scraping her chair along the floor. “Excuse me? Are you saying the dead body was one of the owners? I wouldn’t know the owners if I saw them.” Mariah rose from the table. “You think I had something to do with this? We’re done. I don’t know anything beyond what I’ve already told you. Goodbye.” Mariah crossed her galley kitchen and cozy living room and opened the front door. She waited for the detectives to follow.

Detective Hill crossed the threshold and looked back at Mariah. “We have the letters you wrote. We’ll be back with more questions, Ms. Grant.”

“Maybe you should take the time to read those letters. They are business letters, not personal letters. While they emphasize the problems created by the owners’ usage of the property, they are not threatening. If you want to speak to me again, you’ll have to do it through my attorney.” Mariah slammed the door, wondering where to find an attorney.

How could the detectives suspect her?

The owner of the whore house was dead?

The detective had said “him.” That would be Wilton MacDade. He was a co-owner of the property with his wife, Selda Range-MacDade.

Mariah sank into an overstuffed chair in her cozy living room. She should have asked more questions about what happened. How did MacDade die, if it wasn’t from natural causes? What kind of “surprise” had been left for him?

Mariah gave herself a mental shake. She needed to focus. What was she going to do about the fact that the police suspected her of murder? She had no alibi. She’d been working alone all morning. Her computer activity would help establish that, but it wouldn’t be enough to prove that she hadn’t crept next door to kill Wilton MacDade. How could she prove that she didn’t leave her house?

Silvia Montaño across the street had security cameras.

Mariah grabbed her house keys and phone and went out the front door, locking it behind her. A mild breeze made Mariah wonder if she should have thrown a jacket over her favorite purple plaid shirt as she jogged across the narrow street to Silvia Montaño’s immaculately kept house. Silvia’s yard service was thorough. They kept the bushes neatly trimmed and the flowers in the front bed blooming in a seasonal sequence. For fall, Silvia had yellow, orange, and deep red chrysanthemums. As Mariah approached the door, Steve, an elderly Yorkie, started yapping, announcing her presence with all the enthusiasm of a tiny dog who thought he was a big dog.

The door opened before Mariah could knock. Silvia Montaño stood in the doorway leaning lightly on a wood cane. Mariah smoothed the wrinkles on her own purple plaid shirt, aware she hadn’t ironed it and feeling frowzy compared to Silvia’s business-like aqua pullover sweater and cream slacks. With her blond hair in a sophisticated French twist and flawless make-up, no one would ever have guessed that Silvia was on medical leave from work due to injury if it weren’t for the cane she still used. Had Mariah been stuck at home, injured, she might have lived in her pajamas or sweat pants.

“Mariah, welcome.” Silvia smiled, deepening the laugh lines around her wide mouth. She hushed her dog and said, “What can I do for you?”

“I’m here about the goings-on at the vacation rental yesterday.”

Silvia glanced at the house across from hers. “Someone died. I assumed of natural causes.”

“Apparently not.”

Silvia’s well-shaped eyebrows rose. “Come in. Tell me what you know.”

* * * *

Mariah followed Silvia into her florally decorated living room, which featured comfortable sofas and chairs, floral-themed art, a multitude of houseplants, and cut flowers in vases scattered around the room. A bay window at the front of the house let in bright sunlight and gave the room the aura of a greenhouse. With all those flowers and plants set against pale-green walls, wide windows, and hardwood floors, the space looked more like a British manor house conservatory than the living room of a middle-class home in central Texas.

Mariah noticed Silvia’s limp was less obvious than it had been. Her neighbor was barely using her cane with its gun-handle grip. Now that she’d graduated from the walker to the cane, Silvia looked taller, healthier, and closer to her actual mid-fifties age. Her face, which for months had appeared washed-out and gaunt with pain, had regained its color and softness, and the dark circles under her eyes had vanished. “You’re walking much better,” Mariah said as she sank into a brown leather sofa.

“My recovery has been slower than I wished, but I’m hoping to dispense with the cane soon,” Silvia said as she sat on a wingback chair. Her dog, Steve, sprawled on the floor, knowing he wasn’t allowed on the furniture.

Mariah wondered, not for the first time, the nature of Silvia’s injury. Silvia never explained how she hurt her leg, simply saying it was a silly knee injury. Mariah took the hint that her neighbor preferred privacy regarding medical issues. Unlike Mariah, Silvia wasn’t one to describe all the gory details. But that wasn’t what Mariah had come to discuss. Mariah clutched her hands in her lap. What if she couldn’t prove she didn’t kill anyone?

Silvia’s dark eyes roved over Mariah, settling on her nervous hands. “Relax. Tell me what’s wrong.”

“Police detectives came to see me. The dead person found by the cleaning service yesterday was one of the owners of the house, Wilton MacDade. They think I killed him because I’m angry about the house being a vacation rental. But I didn’t! I didn’t know he was there. I’ve never even met him. He didn’t respond to any of my letters about the house.” Mariah swallowed her fear and summarized what the police had said.

Silvia frowned, adding wrinkles to her forehead. “They must have other suspects.”

“I don’t know if they do. They didn’t tell me anything. I was hoping your security cameras could prove that I didn’t leave my house yesterday morning.”

“Maybe my cameras caught video of the actual murderer. I’m surprised the police haven’t asked me any questions yet.” Silvia pushed herself out of her chair. “Come with me.”

Silvia led Mariah to a bedroom that was arranged as an office. “I do my household accounts and my consulting work in here. That is to say I’ll start doing consulting work again as soon as I’m medically cleared. You can sit there.” She pointed to one of two chairs placed in front of her desk.

Mariah knew Silvia had been widowed in her thirties and that her husband had been in the military, but she had no idea how her neighbor had supported herself and her two children. The office had all the latest equipment and several lockable cabinets and was arranged with space for visitors. While she’d seen the floral living room many times, Mariah had never seen this room on previous visits. What kind of consulting work did Silvia do?

Silvia sat at her computer and logged in. “This will just take a moment.” She turned the screen so that Mariah could see it. A few seconds later the security video files appeared. Silvia opened the file and began to review the video at triple speed, slowing it only when cars or people appeared in the frame.

Mariah could see her own front yard and doorway clearly. “This will definitely show I didn’t leave my house by the front door. They could accuse me of hauling myself over that eight-foot privacy fence that the MacDades installed, but I’d have scraped or injured myself if I tried that.”

Silvia slowed the video as two neighbors walked dogs past the house and a blue Chevy sports car appeared on the screen. The car stopped in the driveway of the vacation rental, and the driver, a middle-aged man wearing gray trousers with a white shirt and tie, climbed out carrying a laptop case and a travel mug. The time stamp said 9:15 a.m. “Maybe this is MacDade.”

Mariah watched as Silvia manipulated the image on the screen to focus on the man’s face. Even more stunning than the quality of the video was Silvia’s expert handling of the software. Mariah bit her lip and studied the man’s face, which had pronounced jowls and a high forehead with thinning hair. “I don’t know if that’s MacDade or not.”

“We can compare this image to other photos of him.” Silvia switched tabs and searched for images of Wilton MacDade of Austin, Texas. The screen filled with photos of the same middle-aged man. She selected one and moved the tab to set it next to the image from the video. “This is definitely MacDade.” She opened a notepad and wrote the time of arrival and MacDade’s name.

Mariah agreed, but was puzzled. “He’s alone. How did he die?”

Silvia returned to the video and allowed it to progress. MacDade entered the house using the keypad on the front door. Silvia increased the playback speed until a red SUV appeared. The driver, a woman with wavy black hair, parked on the street and checked her lipstick in the rear-view mirror. She was dressed in a formal business skirt and blouse paired with high heels, and walked with a feminine swing to her hips as she entered the front door at 9:45. She reappeared and returned to her car thirty minutes later.

“Could this woman be the killer?” Mariah asked as Silvia paused the video.

“I suspect that she’s his mistress,” Silvia replied. “But I don’t know if she’s the killer.”

“His mistress?”

“Look at her blouse. When she entered the house, it was buttoned to all but the last button at her throat and the side seams were even. When she exited, two buttons at the top were unbuttoned, and the side seams, where it’s tucked into her skirt, were crooked. She removed her blouse while she was inside. If she was his wife, they probably wouldn’t be meeting here.” Silvia noted the woman’s time of arrival and departure on her notepad, along with the words “possible mistress.”

Mariah felt silly for not having noticed such obvious details. “I see. You’re right.”

Silvia returned her attention to the monitor. “Let’s see if anyone else appears.”

They resumed forwarding the video. At 10:22 a.m., a pudgy man in gray sweatpants and a red wind-jacket walked down the sidewalk. He stopped to look at Mariah’s house before continuing to the vacation rental. He seemed to be studying the fence lines.

“What is he looking for?” Mariah asked.

“I suspect he’s trying to figure out which house aligns with one of his fences. That’s Ren Coughlin. He lives on the next block. He’s a stay-at-home dad to an energetic four-year-old boy named Connor. Connor likes to pet Steve when our paths cross on our walks.”

In the video, the man walked to the front door of the vacation rental and knocked. No one answered. He rang the bell and stood with his hands on his hips trying to peek in the windows. After a minute he walked to the side of the house, glanced around, then tried the gate to the back yard, which was directly across from Silvia’s house. The gate opened, and he entered. A moment later he exited carrying something under his arm. Once again, he looked around before closing the gate and trotting away.

Mariah leaned forward on the desk. “He took something from the backyard?”

“Let’s see what it is.” Silvia used the software to enlarge the item under the man’s arm. “A toy drone. I’ll bet he was playing with his son, and their drone went over the fence and crashed. He came to retrieve it.” She noted Coughlin’s name as well as his arrival and departure times with the word “drone” on her notepad.

“If MacDade didn’t answer the door, does that mean he was already dead? His mistress killed him?”

“Maybe, or maybe not. Let’s keep watching the video.”

Just before 10:30, a white Buick sedan appeared and parked in front of the house. This time the driver was a woman with long, glossy mahogany hair that reflected in the sun. The woman sprinted to the front door, punched in the keypad code, and entered.

Mariah said, “She was in a hurry.”

“Yes. This may be Mrs. MacDade,” Silvia said as she noted the arrival.

“Really? His wife? What makes you think so?” Mariah hadn’t noticed anything about the woman other than her black trousers and royal blue shirt.

“The car license plate says ‘MacDade-1’ on it.”

Again Mariah felt like she’d missed the obvious. “Of course. I see it now.”

At 10:35, the woman, agitated and crying, rushed out the front door. She paused on the porch and dug into her purse for what looked like a tissue or a handkerchief before stomping one foot in anger and turning back to the door. Instead of reentering the house, she swung around and darted off the porch to her car. She almost hit a passing delivery truck as she pulled away from the curb without checking for traffic.

Mariah said, “She hesitated on the porch, like she couldn’t make up her mind. Did she find her husband dead and not stay to report it? Or did she kill him?”

“Too soon to draw conclusions.” Silvia advanced the video until another car appeared at 11:30. The gray SUV bore a logo for the cleaning service and carried the housekeeper and her cleaning supplies. The housekeeper approached the door, took out a spray bottle and a rag, and cleaned the door, doorknob, and keypad before entering the house. She was inside the house for about thirty minutes before she ran out and knocked frantically at Mariah’s door.

Mariah said, “She was in there a long time. Maybe she killed him.”

After noting the time of the housekeeper’s entrance and exit, Silvia paused the video. “It would be helpful to know exactly where in the house the body was found and how the victim died. We need to get this video to the police. This will give them suspects to consider other than you.” Silvia rose from her desk as the front doorbell rang. “That may be the police now, coming to ask about my security cameras.”

Mariah followed Silvia to the living room and watched as she admitted a uniformed officer who explained that he was canvasing the neighborhood, looking for video of the house across the street.

* * * *

After Silvia provided the officer with a copy of the security video and saw him out the door, she turned to Mariah and said, “Will you do me a favor? Would you walk around the block to Ren Coughlin’s house and ask him if he heard any noises from inside the house while he was retrieving his drone?”

“Noises? What sort of noises?”

“Anything to suggest that someone might be inside. A television playing, water running, music. Anything at all.”

Mariah asked, “Where does he live?”

Silvia gave Mariah the address, described the Coughlin house, then walked her to the front door. “Thank you, Mariah. I’ll see you again shortly, and we’ll have a cup of tea when you return.”

Mariah walked down the sidewalk hoping Silvia’s taste in tea didn’t run to Earl Gray or Lapsang Souchong, both of which she detested, and wondering why Silvia thought Mr. Coughlin had heard something while he was at the vacation house.

As she arrived at the Coughlin house, which aligned with the back of the vacation house, Mariah heard children’s music playing. She knocked on the door.

A pudgy man in his late forties wearing jeans and a sweatshirt, both splotched with colorful, fresh paint opened the door. “If you’re selling something, I’m not buying.”

Mariah recognized him from the video. “Oh, no. I’m not. I live on the next block, almost behind you. I have a question for you about the murder yesterday.”

“Murder? What murder?”

Mr. Coughlin glanced over his shoulder as a tiny voice called, “Who is it, Daddy?”

He called to the child, “It’s a lady to talk to me. Keep working on your finger painting. And keep the paint on the paper!” He stepped out the door and pulled it almost closed behind him. “Let’s talk out here. This isn’t a subject for a four-year-old.”

Mariah introduced herself and explained about the murder, the police visit, her visit to Silvia’s house, and the security video.

“I’m on video sneaking into the backyard of a house where a murder occurred yesterday? I only wanted to get our drone back. I didn’t see anyone while I was there.” Mr. Coughlin grabbed the door frame and put one hand to his chest. “This is terrible! What if they think I did it? I’ve called the police with noise complaints about that house at least a dozen times.”

“It’s pretty clear what you’re doing in the video, and several other people came and went before the body was discovered. Besides, I think everyone in the neighborhood has called in noise complaints and code violation complaints about that house. You aren’t alone there. Anyway, Silvia wanted me to ask if you heard anything, any noises inside the house when you were there.”

“Noises? What sort of noises?” He gave Mariah a blank look.

“A television, or music, or water running. Something that might make you think someone was inside the house.”

“I heard water running. I definitely thought someone was there. I was frustrated because they wouldn’t answer the door, so I decided to try the gate and retrieve the drone myself. We try to be careful that nothing goes over the fence because you never know who might be staying in that house. Damn. Murder. Trespassing. They may even accuse me of theft. I’ll have to prove I only took my drone.” He stared at the ground.

“Do you remember anything else? Did you see anyone moving around inside the house?”

“No. I couldn’t see anyone.” He glanced back toward the door behind him. “When do you think the police will be here? I can feel my blood pressure rising. I’m not supposed to get stressed because of my health.” He took deep breaths and felt his pulse at his wrist. “Sorry. I had a stroke from working too much. The doctors said I should eliminate as much stress as possible.” He spoke like he felt the need to explain himself, clearly self-conscious.

Mariah suspected Coughlin thought she was judging him for his medical condition. She tried to reassure him, “You’re lucky to be alive. I’m sure your son is happy to have you caring for him.”

“Thanks. I have a million questions running through my head. For starters, how did the victim die? And when? Was the killer there while I was there? That house is a scourge on the neighborhood.” His face grew red and beads of sweat formed at his hairline.

“I wish I could tell you more, but I don’t know. I didn’t mean to distress you. Please, try not to worry about it. I’m sure the police will understand what you were doing.” Mariah didn’t want to agitate him any more than she already had.

“Daddy? Where are you?” called the young boy from inside the house.

Coughlin wiped his forehead with his hand and took a few more deep breaths.

“Are you okay?” Mariah asked, reaching a hand toward him, afraid he might have a stroke in front of her.

“I’m good. I’ve had a lot of practice controlling my stress response.” He gave her a wan smile and felt his pulse again. “Heart-rate is coming down. I’ll call Sylvia about this later, when Connor is napping.”

“Good. I should be getting back to Silvia. Thank you.”

Mariah speed-walked around the block and returned to Silvia’s house, where Steve announced her arrival, yapping before she reached the front door.

Silvia opened the door. “Join me for tea and scones and tell me what you’ve discovered.”

With Steve jumping around her feet, Mariah followed Silvia into the botanical living room, where a formal tea service sat on the coffee table with a plate of scones. The room looked even more like a set for a British drama. Mariah half-expected a butler or maid to appear from around a corner.

As she drank her tea, which, to her relief, was a mild afternoon blend, Mariah told Silvia what Coughlin had said.

“He heard water. That makes sense.”

“Really? Why did you expect him to hear water?”

Silvia looked at Mariah with a hint of laughter in her eyes. “What do cheating husbands do after illicit liaisons to prevent their wives from suspecting their infidelity? They clean up, take a shower to remove the scent of the other woman and any lingering odors.”

Mariah choked on her scone. “Of course. You’re right. I hadn’t thought about what he might be doing if he wasn’t already dead.” She sipped her tea to clear her throat. “Then, the mistress probably didn’t kill him.”

“Not unless she left a trap for him, as the police suggested you might have done. It would really help if we knew where he was found and exactly how he died, but given what we do know, we can surmise a few things.” She tossed a bite of scone to Steve, who sat at her feet waiting impatiently for his piece.

“Like what?”

“For one thing, the police came to see you first because Mrs. MacDade sent them. They spoke to his wife after identifying his body. When they asked her if Mr. MacDade had any enemies, she told them about your letters, suggesting you might have killed him.”

“She set me up as a suspect,” Mariah said in a voice tinged with anger. She could feel all her muscles clenching again.

“Exactly.”

“To throw attention off herself?”

“Maybe. We need to take a closer look at that security video, and focus on Mrs. MacDade. But before we do that, I wanted to ask if you had considered what steps to take if writing letters to the owners about that house didn’t work.” Silvia placed her empty cup on the tea tray and gazed at Mariah.

Mariah swallowed, her anger melting into alarm. “What do you mean? What steps? I certainly wasn’t going to kill anyone.”

“No. Of course not. What I mean is, did you consider fighting for regulations? Petitioning the city government or even running for office on the city council yourself? You have an impressive grasp of the laws surrounding the matter of short-term rentals, and you are passionate when you explain the problems to people. You could bring awareness about the complete lack of regulations surrounding such businesses and get rules passed if you chose to put yourself into the public eye.”

“Me?” Mariah was stunned. She’d never considered going into local politics.

“You could do it. Please think about it.” Silvia rose from her chair. “Come with me. We’ll take another look at that video.”

Mariah placed her empty tea cup on the tray, flabbergasted by the suggestion that she might run for city council, and followed Silvia to her well-equipped office.

Silvia advanced the video to the point of Mrs. MacDade’s arrival.

Mariah watched Mrs. MacDade sprint to the house. “What are we looking for?”

“Remember how when she left, she paused on the porch?”

“Yes. She turned around. She looked confused. Or like she wanted to go back inside for something.” Mariah watched as Silvia advanced the video to show Mrs. MacDade exiting the house.

“We need to see what she’s doing.” Silvia slowed the video, advancing it frame by frame.

Mrs. MacDade stopped. She stomped one foot as she dug a hand into her purse, removed a white cloth or tissue, and turned back toward the house. In slow motion, Mariah watched the woman’s hand flick sideways away from her as she turned. Something flashed in the sunlight near her. “Whoa. What did she do there? What was that?”

Silvia replayed the scene. “Mrs. MacDade pulled something wrapped in a tissue from her purse. Looking at the way she’s moving, she may have considered going back inside, then changed her mind. Instead, she tossed what was in her hand off the porch, toward your house.”

“What did she throw toward my house?”

“Let’s go look.” Silvia rose from her desk.

* * * *

Mariah and Silvia stood on Mariah’s lawn under the midday sun. Silvia had opted to bring her cane and had left Steve, yapping about being deserted, at home. Mariah, wearing a pair of latex gloves provided by Silvia, had already walked a grid pattern on the grass under Silvia’s direction, and found nothing.

“We’ll have to check under your wax-leaf Ligustrums.” Silvia limped to the bushes, favoring her right leg.

Mariah went down on her knees and began moving branches, searching under the bushes closest to the vacation rental’s porch while Silvia used her cane to search.

“Here,” Silvia said. “I found something.”

Mariah bent to look. “It’s glass. I can see it reflecting in the sunlight.”

Silvia knocked mulch aside with her cane, bringing the item fully into Mariah’s view.

“A bottle?” It was clear glass about the size of a single-serving bottle of liquor.

“The bushes and the mulch must have cushioned its fall since it didn’t break.” Silvia nudged the bottle with her cane, gently turning it.

Mariah couldn’t see a label. “What do you think it is? Should we open it?” She reached for the bottle.

“No!” Silvia said. “Don’t touch it!”

Mariah yanked her gloved hand back. “Is it dangerous?”

“It may be acid or something toxic.”

“Why do you think it’s acid?”

“While you went to speak to Ren Coughlin, I did some research on Mrs. MacDade. She’s a chemistry teacher. She has access to any number of dangerous substances. Call the detective who came to see you. This may be the murder weapon.”

Mariah stood and called the number on Detective Hill’s business card and left a message. Ending the call, she looked at Silvia. “You think Mrs. MacDade realized her husband was cheating on her and used acid to kill him?”

Silvia leaned on her cane. “She could have found him showering and seen evidence that the bed had been used. Then, she could have put the contents of the bottle in his travel mug, maybe while he was still dressing or in the shower.”

Mariah thought back to the video. She pictured Wilton MacDade walking up to the door carrying a laptop case and a travel mug. “The police detective asked me if I’d left a deadly surprise for MacDade. Leaving acid in his travel mug would qualify.”

“Yes. Then, Mrs. MacDade tossed the bottle toward your house and sent the police to question you. She may have hoped they would get a search warrant and scour the property. She hoped they’d find the bottle and blame you for the murder. After she left, the housekeeper arrived and started cleaning, removing fingerprints and other evidence. The housekeeper didn’t find the body immediately, perhaps because she started cleaning from the front of the house while the body was in a bedroom.”

Mariah’s phone rang. “It’s the detective.” Mariah answered the call and told Detective Hill about the bottle. She listened to the detective’s response and ended the call before saying to Silvia, “She said not to touch it. She’ll be here shortly.”

* * * *

The detectives arrived in an unmarked car, followed by a pair of crime scene technicians in a police truck. Mariah pointed out the glass bottle under the bushes.

Detective Hill approached Mariah with her habitual serious expression as her partner instructed the technicians to photograph the bottle and collect it into evidence. “How did you know to look for a glass bottle? That suggests you know how the victim died.”

Silvia interrupted, saying, “Am I to understand, Detective, that you haven’t even looked at the video I submitted to one of your officers over an hour ago? The video that shows Mrs. MacDade on that porch,” she pointed toward the house next-door, “throwing something onto Mariah’s lawn?”

Detective Hill asked, “Who are you?”

“My name is Silvia Montaño. I live across the street, and I have excellent security cameras. If you’d bothered to look at the video I gave to the officer who was canvassing the neighborhood, you’d see multiple people, including the victim’s wife, visited this house yesterday, but Mariah wasn’t one of them. Mariah came to me for help, and we reviewed the video. When we saw that Mrs. MacDade had thrown something off the porch, we came to look for it.”

Detective Hill shook her head. “We’ve already verified that Mrs. MacDade was at a hair appointment yesterday morning.”

Silvia straightened her shoulders and replied in a sarcastic tone, “And her hair looks lovely and shiny on my video of her arriving at the house.”

Detective Caslov joined them and said, “Twelve videos were collected from this neighborhood, totaling about four hours’ worth of material. We hadn’t viewed them all before Ms. Grant called about finding the glass bottle. May we view your video?” As before, he was polite, and his expression revealed nothing.

“Yes, detectives. I think you’ll find this video to be most revealing. Mariah, don’t worry about anything. We will have this cleared up in a few minutes.” Silvia escorted the detectives to her house.

Mariah’s stomach churned as she waited, watching the crime scene team comb the bushes around where she’d found the bottle.

After an eternity that was twenty minutes, the detectives and Silvia returned.

Detective Hill said, “Ms. Grant, thank you for your assistance. We will contact you if we have any additional questions.”

Silvia put her arm around Mariah. “Come with me. We can have lunch while the detectives get on with their work. I’m sure they need to speak to Mr. Coughlin, the mistress, and Mrs. MacDade now.”

“Did you tell them that Mr. Coughlin heard running water?” Mariah asked, worried about Mr. Coughlin. She hoped the detectives didn’t give the poor man the same suspicious treatment she had received. He might have a stroke on the spot.

Detective Hill must have heard the Mariah’s question because she called after them, “This is my case, Ms. Montaño, not yours. Stay away from the witnesses on the video.”

“If you handle the case properly, I won’t interfere,” Silvia replied over her shoulder.

* * * *

Seven months later, on a hot, sunny Saturday in June, Mariah stood sipping a frozen margarita on the deck in her new next-door neighbors’ backyard. The new neighbors, Dix and Rickey Ecklund, were throwing a housewarming party. They’d invited most of the neighborhood in an effort to get to know people. The Ecklunds were serving margaritas and daiquiris to the adults and juice to the children along with a table full of delectable finger foods. Mariah was pleased to see so many of her neighbors, including Silvia Montaño and Ren Coughlin with his wife and his son, attending.

Dix Ecklund said to Mariah, “Of course, we knew about the murder when we bought the house. The seller had to disclose it. I understand the last owner had to sell the house to be able to pay her legal defense fees. But I loved the kitchen, so we bought the house anyway. Most houses have some history. When Rickey and I lived in London, parts of our building dated back to the early 1800s. Any number of people died there. We aren’t bothered by the house’s history.”

Mariah sipped her drink and smiled at her new neighbor. “I’m so glad you bought this house. The last owner used this place as a hotel and party venue in the middle of our neighborhood. The house was advertised to sleep groups of up to twenty-five and allowed parties and weddings of up to fifty. When the neighbors complained, we learned the city has no regulations for short-term rentals. I’ve started a petition to get regulations passed regarding short-term housing in residential neighborhoods. Can I show you the petition later?”

“Yes. Rickey and I would love to discuss the matter. We heard you spoke at the city council meeting about that.”

Mariah smiled, feeling self-conscious. She didn’t want to be one of those people who always talked politics at parties, and she wasn’t ready to say that she might be running for city council. “I did, but we can talk about that later, too. What brought you to the area?”

“Rickey’s mentor lives across the street. We heard about the house from her. She’s been on medical leave since she was shot in the knee. Now that she’s recovered, she asked Rickey to work with her, and he jumped at the chance. He says she’s a genius at everything involving the security and protection business and the best detective he knows.”

Mariah blinked at Dix, putting the pieces together. A gun-handled cane to recover from a gunshot wound. The incredible security video system and the impressive computer skills. The swift and accurate deductions about MacDade’s murder. “You mean Silvia?”

“Yes.” Dix gestured across the deck. “She’s talking to Rickey about a new case right now.”

Mariah turned and found herself locking eyes with Silvia Montaño. As usual, Silvia’s acute gaze seemed to see everything. Mariah raised her margarita glass in a silent toast. Silvia did the same.
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DEAD MEN DO TELL TALES,
by Day Keene

I

Cooler weather indeed! Santa mia Madonna! The weather man was out of his head. He had been dropped as a bambino, and not on that portion of his anatomy that had been plumpest at the time. It stood to reason the heat wave would continue. Was this not New York? Was this not August? As for himself, as certainly as his name was Giovanni Lorenzo Garibaldi Fabriano Bianco, Papa Bianco hoped it would grow even hotter.

A big man given to flesh, he lay next to Mama in the early dawn thinking of his garden growing hourly more beautiful and fragrant in the small yard back of the restaurant. Where tin cans and ashes had been before he had made a thing of beauty. And now—with the beautiful birthday present from Mama. Papa Bianco’s bulk quivered with emotion and he patted Mama’s most convenient bulge tenderly before turning on his side to stare impatiently at the graying bedroom window.

The night noises of Greenwich Village had died away and the familiar sounds and smells of morning were beginning. There was a fragrance of freshly made coffee and frying onions. He could hear a faint tinkle of milk bottles and an occasional scuff of feet on the walk as some early rising laborer made his way to the subway. Dawn followed the swish of the water truck up Sullivan Street! A new day had begun.

The window fully grayed, Papa Bianco eased his bulk from the bed in a great creaking of springs. A devout man his first act of the day was to make his devotion before the image of the Virgin. Then he waddled barefooted to the open window, the long tails of cotton nightshirt dangling limp and damp around his ankles.

Truly the world was well conceived. After night had served its purpose God dropped a smile into the juke box of eternity and another day rose dripping from the ocean to revolve on the turntable of time. His roses, larkspur, hollyhocks, marigolds, snapdragons, and gaillardia, had never been more beautiful. He examined the thermometer nailed to the outside of the sill with interest. Even this early in the morning the mercury was well up in the nineties. It would be another growing day.

Dressed he tiptoed in elephantine silence down the inside stairs leading to the ground floor restaurant. The darkened restaurant was fairly cool and aromatic with the lingering odor of good food. Putting a pot of coffee to boil he drank his morning glass of brandy then caught up with his books by thumbing through the signed food checks Mama kept on a spike on her desk.

Good. Young Vardell’s tabs were gone. His one man show had been a success. He had sold at least one picture. Tch, tch, tch. But young Martin was still getting rejection slips instead of checks. And now he was into Mama for rent money.

The Signora Betty Carson, too, was still embarrassed. Papa Bianco thumbed through her tabs and breathed a fervent prayer the show she was currently rehearsing would be a huge success. Cristo Madonna. Where did a slim little thing like that put so much to eat? It was truly fortunate he and Mama served dinners only. With any more such variety of patronage he would have to close his doors.

Finished with his coffee he unbolted the kitchen door and walked out into the yard that was in reality little but an air well for the remodeled cold water tenement whose walls rose sheer on three sides of it. Mama’s present was in the narrow shed he had built to house his garden tools. The sack was warranted to hold two and one cubic yards and squatting on his fat haunches Papa read the fine printing under the picture of a sad and frustrated looking bull:

This Steer Manure is Warranted to Be Free of Noxious Weed Seeds. Gathered From Cement Floors. Produced from Steers Fattened For Beef Market Which Have Been Fed On Cotton-Seed Meal and Hulls and Especially Prepared for Lawns, Shrubs, Flowers, and Gardens.

Ah, Beautiful Mama. This would make things really grow. He started to open the sack then got to his feet with the effortless ease peculiar to some fat men as the first of Betty Carson’s screams filled the well.

Locating the source of the screams, he gasped. Mia Madonna. It was the Signora Carson standing in the open window of her first floor apartment. And she was as innocent of clothes as she had been the day she had been born. Now Mrs. Levy in the flat across the way was leaning out her window. She looked first at the Signora, scandalized. Then she, too, saw the object at which the younger woman was looking and added her screams to those of the blonde girl.

Now other heads were thrusting out of windows.

Remembering her nudeness, tardily, the blonde girl wrapped the window drape sarong-wise around her middle and screamed at Papa Bianco. “There’s a dead man in your garden.”

The words failed to register it. It sounded to Papa Bianco as if the blonde signora had screamed there was a dead man in his garden. But such a thing obviously could not be. He tipped his garden hat politely. “Perdonatemi?”

“There is a dead man in your garden,” she repeated.

His ruddy face paling, Papa Bianco strode through the tiny grape arbor under which he occasionally served meals to favored customers and stared in horrified silence at the object to which the young signora was pointing.

It was as she had spoken. There was no doubt the man was dead. He lay face down on a rose bush. The back of his coat was sodden with clotted blood. Papa Bianco made no attempt to turn the body so he could see the face. Such an act he knew was against the law. Instead he appealed to the faces staring at him now from every window opening on the air well. “Would someone please be so kind as to inform the police a dead man is despoiling my garden?”

II

There was the usual noon hour crowd on Broadway but few of the heat-ridden passersby, with the exception of a group of out-of-town housewives on a conducted tour, paused to watch the culinary experiment about to be performed on the public walk in front of Findy’s.

It was worth watching. Two fried eggs with toast and atmosphere would have cost a dollar and a half on the air-conditioned side of the plate glass window. A roly-poly little man wearing a wilted chef’s cap, Findy looked from the egg in each plump palm to the cameraman. “Come come. Make with the pictures, boys. So in this heat I am holding these eggs two minutes longer and they hatch.”

One of the small group of men standing under the shade of the awning, a silver-haired little man with a twinkle in his eyes, suggested, “Now there is an idea for you, boys. Make him hold the eggs two minutes longer and you can caption the picture—Findy Becomes Mother During Heat Wave.”

Findy gave him a dirty look. “Always to me such things are happening. It couldn’t be I am being ribbed?”

“Who ever heard of a fried egg hot foot?” the other man asked him sober faced.

A camera man slipped his slide from his camera.

“Okay, Findy. Bust ’em.”

Stooping with an effort Findy broke the eggs on the walk. The beat policeman stopped to watch. “I’m a son-of-a-gun. They’re cooking.”

There was no reason they shouldn’t. Heat rose in shimmering eddies from the walk. It beat down from a cloudless, brassy, sky. It was reflected from heat-soaked tons of steel and concrete. The eggs on the walk begin to shrivel at the edges, then congeal.

A camera man suggested, “Now put the spatula down on the walk and make like you’re turning them, Findy.”

The restaurant owner attempted to comply but was balked by his waistline. “Better you should raise the sidewalk,” he made a counter suggestion.

In the laughter that followed the guide conducting the out-of-town housewives made the most of his opportunity. “The man frying the eggs,” he told them sotto voce, “is Findy the famous restaurateur. The big man behind him is Flip Anders the war correspondent currently producing a play he wrote out of his war experiences. The silver-haired little man with the big diamond in his tie is Silent Smith the gambler. He is reputed to be worth five million dollars, all of it made gambling.”

Encouraged by their shocked clucking he pointed out Bill Morrow and Sam Eagan as Smith’s seconds in command but few of the women heard him. They were still staring at Smith. He didn’t look like a criminal type. A pleasant-faced little man whose washed-blue eyes were crinkled with laugh lines, he might have been a chain-store grocery clerk, if chain-store grocery clerks could afford to wear fifty-dollar panamas and four-carat square-cut diamonds in their ties.

The eggs on the walk turned brown. The camera men packed their cameras and talked pointedly of free beer. The patrolman, remembering his duty, ordered the sidewalk cleared. “All right. The show’s over. Break it up, boys.”

The guide and the housewives moved on. Most of the men under the awning adjourned to the cool of the bar. Smith continued to stand under the awning his eyes bright with interest. Broadway was his street. He knew her as few men ever had. He had moved uptown with her and both he and she had prospered. His casino had run through a dozen administrations. His worst enemies admitted he was honest. His moral code was simple. A man was right or he was wrong. Boys were his hobby. He picked them off the streets and out of slums and gave them the education and the start in life that he had never had. To Smith a boy was a boy regardless of his color, race, or creed. There were no strings tied to his kindness. All he ever asked of his boys was that they keep their noses clean in whatever line of endeavor they might choose. It was a hobby that had payed big dividends. Sam Eagan was one of his boys. So was Bill Morrow.

A lean-faced man with predatory eyes, Morrow flipped the ashes from his cigarette. “You know,” he said, “I think Flip is short of money and it might be possible to buy into his show.”

Smith shook his head. “You can do as you like. I want no part of it.” He disliked few men. He did dislike Flip Anders. In his opinion the former sports writer turned war correspondent and more recently a playwright was a heel.

“I’d give five to two,” Morrow said, “that he has a hit on his hands.”

Smith looked sideways at his second in command. “You wouldn’t happen to feel that way about it, would you, because Betty Carson is playing the lead?”

Morrow grinned. “Could be. Betty is too young and pretty to stay a widow forever.”

“Your torch is showing,” Smith told him.

A police car with Sergeant Devers at the wheel swung in out of traffic and parked in front of Findy’s. His heavy face florid in the heat, Captain Craig of Homicide sat on the front seat beside the driver his small eyes flicking over the faces of the men standing under Findy’s awning.

A few of the loungers found sudden business elsewhere. Most of the group merely raised their noses from their Racing Forms and scratch-sheets and stared back incuriously.

“Craig’s up to something,” Morrow said. “I know that look in his eyes. You haven’t killed anyone lately, have you, Silent?”

The gambler furrowed his brow in mock thought. “Now, let me think.”

Getting out of the car Craig crossed the walk and tapped Morrow’s chest with a thick finger. “I want to talk to you, Bill. Where were you between the hours of two o’clock and six o’clock this morning?”

Morrow lighted a fresh cigarette. “Why should I tell you?”

Craig said, “Because you’ll either tell me of your own accord or I’m going to take you down to my office and try a rubber hose on you for size.” He looked at Smith. “And you stay out of this, Silent. The Department is up to here with you attempting to play God.”

“So,” the gambler admitted quietly, “you have told me several times. But what’s all this about?”

Craig turned back to Bill Morrow. “You wouldn’t know?”

“No. I would not.”

“But you do admit you are carrying a torch for Betty Carson.”

Morrow clenched his fist and Smith caught at his arm. “Easy makes it, Bill.”

“You don’t have to admit it,” Craig jeered. “It’s common gossip on the Street. You took her home last night. And while she denies it, of course, another one of her boy friends found you there. You quarreled with him, put two shots in his back, then dumped him out her window.”

The younger man shook off Smith’s restraining hand. “It’s okay, Silent. I’m not going to hit him. I don’t know what he is talking about. And I don’t think he does.”

Craig said, “I’m talking about murder.”

“How interesting,” Smith said. “Just like in The Naked City, eh? You’re making like Muldoon. Now suppose you tell us who was murdered.”

“The body,” Captain Craig admitted, “has not been identified.”
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