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THE CAT’S MEOW

Welcome to Black Cat Weekly.

This issue we are headlining the appearance of Norman Spinrad’s masterful short novel, Riding the Torch—one of my favorites of his, and a work that surely deserved more attention than it’s received. (But in a career that has produced such classics as Bug Jack Baron, The Iron Dream, and The Void Captain’s Tale, perhaps it’s understandable that one of Spinrad’s short novels hasn’t received the attention it deserved.)

We also have a trio of original mysteries, four Golden Age science fiction tales, and a solve-it-yourself puzzler…more than enough to thrill even the most jaded reader! So, read on—you’re in for a treat.

Here’s the complete lineup:

Mysteries / Suspense / Adventure:

“The Stolen Half-life of Alicia Desilva,” by Avram Lavinsky [Michael Bracken Presents short story]

“The Case of the Snitched Snacks,” by Hal Charles [Solve-It-Yourself Mystery]

“An Arm and a Leg,” by M. E. Proctor  [Barb Goffman Presents short story]

“The Devils You Know,” by Skye Alexander [short story]

“Somebody Cares,” by Talmage Powell [short story]

Science Fiction & Fantasy:

Riding the Torch,  by Norman Spinrad [short novel]

“The Overlord’s Thumb,” by Robert Silverberg [short story]

“Love and Moondogs,” by Richard McKenna [short story]

“The Way Out,” by Richard R. Smith [short story]

The High Ones, by Poul Anderson [short novel]

Until next time, happy reading!

—John Betancourt

Editor, Black Cat Weekly
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THE STOLEN HALF-LIFE
OF ALICIA DESILVA,
by Avram Lavinsky

I force myself to remember our time together, otherwise all that’s left to me is the nightmare of Alicia’s death, the vision of her final moments, the crescent of light collapsing into darkness.

In second grade, Alicia and I first realized that other twins were just that, twins, nothing more. We walked into our classroom on the first day of school, and there were these twin brothers, Lee and James. They were a head taller than most of the other kids, almost two heads taller than us. We kept wondering, looking back at them, all knees and elbows, folded uncomfortably in their ill-fitting desk chairs in the last row. It took us most of the school year to realize they couldn’t see a single thing from anyone’s past. And if they couldn’t, maybe no one else could, not like us.

The more alone we felt, the more we refused to be separated. We were Alicia and Maya. Always. If someone addressed us singly or called us Maya and Alicia, we just wouldn’t respond.

In fourth grade they tried to assign us to different home rooms. We walked together to Ms. Taylor’s class. Ms. Taylor always dressed in snug-fitting office skirts and ruffled blouses; her hair pulled back into a tourniquet-tight bun. She didn’t like surprises. She told us I belonged down the hall in Mr. Manchester’s room. We ignored her. The other kids pointed and snickered. Ms. Taylor called us to the front of the room. Alicia held my hand as Ms. Taylor rambled on, her voice growing shriller with each command we ignored. We had to do something. Alicia brushed her fingers against the rim of the coffee cup on Ms. Taylor’s desk. Then we knew more than enough.

“If you don’t like that he tastes like cigarettes,” said Alicia, her voice just above a whisper, “then why do you do it?”

“Excuse me?” Ms. Taylor squinted and froze.

I chimed in as well. “With Principal Foley. Couldn’t you keep your mouth closed or something?”

Ms. Taylor didn’t try to separate us after that, but she didn’t do much to stop the other kids from picking on us either. We didn’t care. You could always get through the school day.

Home was harder. Banging, shouting, a different man’s voice every week, would wake us in the middle of the night. The less Mom seemed to notice us, the more we tried to stick to our own routine. By sixth grade we had sequenced our entire day. Alicia got her clothes for the day and sat at the edge of her bed. Then I got my clothes for the day and sat at the edge of mine. Alicia put on her right sock first. Then I put on my right. Then she put on her left. Then I put on my left. We went on this way in every aspect of our day: sitting on the bus, doing homework, brushing our teeth. We never strayed from the sequence. If a teacher wouldn’t let us go to the bathroom together, we held our water until we returned home.

We got curious one afternoon in seventh grade. Some blood streaked one of the hypodermic needles lying around the apartment. We only had to touch that streak of blood once to know what had taken Mom away from us.

We never told anyone at school, so the pounding on the door one Tuesday morning in June before we left to catch the bus took us by surprise. The man in the doorway was small and wiry with long corkscrews of salt and pepper hair. He had on a lemon-yellow button down and tidy navy-blue jeans. He said he was Ian from the Department of Children and Families. Yes, our mother was home. No, he couldn’t talk to her. She was hard to wake this time of day. We didn’t want to hold hands in front of him, so we just glanced at each other the way normal kids did.

Something changed in that doorway. Ian was just another adult like the teachers and the school counselors, but he was here, where we lived, and we could almost see each other through his eyes, hair too long, clothes too worn and stained, eyes too puffy and tired.

He was looking over our shoulders, and something he saw made him stiffen.

“Ms. DeSilva.” He shouted louder each time. “Ms. DeSilva! Ms. DeSilva, it’s Ian from the Department of Children and Families. Could you come to the door, please? I only need a minute.”

Then he lowered himself to a crouch in the doorway, like a catcher in a softball game. He looked up at us. “Did you two have breakfast?”

We didn’t answer.

“When was the last time you had a meal?”

We didn’t answer that either.

“Listen, Alicia, Maya…yeah, I know your names. Ms. Rao at the school told me all about you.”

Ms. Rao was the nicest of the counselors at the junior high but also the nosiest. She had little mini candy bars in a jar at her office, the kind you get on Halloween, so we didn’t mind if she kept us there a while on rainy days during recess. In that moment we felt those stupid candy bars had done us in.

“Listen, it’s not safe in there. I need you two to come with me for a while.” He stayed down in that catcher’s crouch and looked from Alicia to me and back. “Mm. You don’t trust me.”

He stood up to fish his wallet out of his front pocket. He showed us a card with a fancy seal on it that said “Commonwealth of Massachusetts Division of Professional Licensure” across the top. He handed us both one of his business cards that said “Department of Children and Families” on them, but they were clean and dry. We couldn’t see anything from his past. We just had to go with our instincts about him. He had nice eyes, and he smelled nice, just a faint hint of laundry detergent and shampoo.

He asked us each to get a couple of changes of clothes and put them in a trash bag. He said he’d drive through the doughnut shop, too, hot cocoa, whatever we wanted. Doughnuts did sound good.

* * * *

Ian opened the door, pushed the seat forward, and we both climbed into the back of his little brown hatchback with the dented fender. He watched until we both buckled in, Alicia first, then me. Then the door clicked shut and he went around to the driver’s side.

Ian called his office building “headquarters,” and we did too after that day. He apologized that we were in a conference room, but the better rooms were all occupied. He brought us some magazines and apologized that things were taking so long. Why anyone would apologize so much for letting us sit around eating doughnuts and reading magazines on a school day, we had no idea. Around noon, he asked if microwave pizza was okay for lunch. Ian left his no-longer-iced coffee from the doughnut shop on the conference room table. We touched the cool layer of saliva on the straw. That was how we learned about Freaky Fran.

After lunch, he got down in his catcher’s crouch again to explain what we already knew. Ian didn’t take care of kids. Ian was just the mover. Some people move furniture. Some people move packages. Ian moved kids. He took a lot of care to make you feel okay about being moved, the way people wrap up furniture in blankets or pack stuff in that clear plastic paper with the bubbles you can pop. We could stay with a nice couple named Fran and Sal “for a while.”

He didn’t tell us about the class for all the wannabe foster parents that Ian and another social worker taught two nights a week. He didn’t tell us how at the start of the first class they asked everyone to make up a little adjective to put before their name, something that started with the same letter so that they could all remember each other. The last foster parent couple in-training called themselves Friendly Fran and Sunny Salvador. They were a little older than the other couples, maybe mid-forties. Fran was one of those people in a class who ask long-winded questions that weren’t really questions, more just bragging. He didn’t tell us how much Fran’s condescending chatter in class or her pasted-on grin got on his nerves. He didn’t tell us how much he worried Fran and Salvador couldn’t handle us.

We met Friendly Fran and Sunny Salvador in another windowless room at around four thirty. Ian left us alone with them. Fran just kept firing questions at us. Did we always do everything together? What was my favorite food? What was Alicia’s? Favorite subject? Favorite Color? Did I like animals? Did Alicia like animals? The less we talked the more she asked. The less we looked up, the more she bore into our skulls with her plastic grin. She was Freaky Fran to us that day and every day after.

“You don’t have to talk to us today if you don’t want,” Salvador cut in. “I can tell you a little bit about us.” He ran boxy fingers over his thinning hair. “I’m the president of a plastics company, Beaumont plastics, kind of a family business I took over. We make plastic pellets that other companies melt down to make all kinds of things. Fran worked for a long time in our human resources department, the department that helps hire new workers and get them started. She’s not working right now though, so she can stay with you two to get you settled with us.”

We wilted at that news.

He sounded a little more encouraging talking about their nice house in Pembroke. You could almost believe he understood us a bit until he said we’d have our own separate rooms.

When our time was up, Ian came to the door. Salvador pushed his chair back. Alicia and I both rushed to Fran’s side as she stood.

Salvador chuckled.

Feeling for the film of perspiration on the armrests of Fran’s chair, we got our first look at their creepy old Victorian house in Pembroke. Behind the tall window in the door of a grandfather clock, three tarnished, pipe-shaped chimes tolled as gargoyles carved into the top of the case looked back at us, their mouths open to show sharp wooden teeth.

* * * *

Fran, she was Freaky, but she wasn’t stupid. No matter how nasty she was when Salvador was gone, she was casual when Salvador came home from work or drinks or softball games. She reheated his supper in the microwave, listening to all the boring gossip from Salvador’s office or the batter’s box as if she cared.

When Ian, the social worker, came to check on us, she was all grins. The first time Ian showed up, Fran had us baking a cake together in matching aprons. We each got one beater from the cake mixer to lick while she chatted and joked with Ian. You can’t despise someone, not even Freaky Fran, when you’re licking cake batter off a beater.

We had been with Fran about two months the morning it happened. I woke groggy, the room swirling like everything was inside a giant fishbowl. Something was pressing into my jaw, holding my head up. I brought my hands to my neck. There was something thick and leathery wrapped all the way up to my chin. I was fully dressed, sitting at the edge of my bed, my sneakers tied so tight that my ankles hurt, and I couldn’t feel some of my toes, but Alicia was asleep under her sheet. Drool oozed down the side of her mouth, and she was lying in a way she never did, like a corpse. Something dug into my wrists.

I raised my arms to view narrow plastic ties. I stood and struggled to steady myself. With my bound hands, I pulled Alicia’s covers down. Her wrists were bound over her belly with the same ties.

The grandfather clock chimed. The bone near the bridge of my nose pulsed with each clang as it counted off the hours. Eight. Nine. Ten. Silence.

“So, you’re finally up.” Fran’s grin stretched wide. Her eyes narrowed with self-satisfaction.

I tried to ask her what she’d done to Alicia, but my tongue was swollen, and the words slurred into a moan.

“We’ve been more than patient. Now it’s time to rip off the band-aid.”

“Why?” The one word was all I could manage.

“Why? Why? Because I’m not going to let you live your lives like a couple of lunatics straight out of Greek mythology. One can’t lace a shoe until the other does. One can’t eat a forkful of supper before the other does. Enough. I’m done with it. I dressed you. She’s staying there, and you’re going to eat your breakfast. You’re going to walk, talk, and think for yourself today. Who knows? You might even like it.”

I clutched at the ties on Alicia’s wrists, but a stabbing pain circled my neck as if my head could pop off at any second. Then it stopped.

“That’s right.” Fran waved a remote control. “If you’re going to act like an animal, I’ll treat you like one. There’s a shock collar on each of you. It took me a half hour to get both tuned to the same remote. Thank goodness for those support forums. Would never have known you can get those fancy batteries with double the standard wattage either.”

I felt around my neck for an opening or a clasp to the leathery wrap.

“Yeah, you won’t have much luck with that. They call it a posture collar, and it’s padlocked. Most people order them for grown-up games you’re a little too young to understand. Now get to the kitchen. Your breakfast is waiting.”

I didn’t move. I wasn’t sure I knew how to move. Then her finger went to the remote control again, and the horrible stabbing shot through my neck once more. When it stopped, I was on my knees and elbows.

“Up!”

I raised my eyes to speak to her but couldn’t get my wind back.

She pointed the remote towards me.

I grunted and shook my head frantically, the bottom of my jaw grinding against the collar. Then I managed to rise to one knee.

In the kitchen I ate corn flakes that felt like dried maple leaves in my throat.

When I got a few spoons full in me, Fran took the bowl and dumped the rest of the flakes in the trash. “Now was that so bad?”

Yes, it was bad. It was all horribly wrong.

By the time Salvador came home from work, Fran had hidden all the restraints away and moved my things into the room across the hall. Even stranger, she had Alicia and I moving and eating without waiting for each other with no sequence at all, our will broken, our nerves shot.

The near silence during dinner hung even heavier than usual, no sound but the clack of forks against plates and the rattle of the ice cubes in Salvador’s 151 rum and soda. Hanging from its brass chain, the light over the table cast its beam down, stark and thin, the room around us left in darkness.

“Wow.” Salvador finally noticed that our clothes didn’t match, that we were eating with no particular order, the way other kids did. “Fran’s got you two trying some new ways of doing things. So impressed.”

Fran grinned, smug, victorious.

When the grandfather clock chimed seven times, it seemed even more shrill than usual, more out of tune with itself.

Maybe Salvador didn’t know about the torture and the hatred. Maybe he just didn’t care. If we found the courage to tell him, he was bound to take Fran’s side. Besides, between long hours at the office and his softball league, he wouldn’t be around much to defend us.

Fran had the two-way locks installed on our bedroom doors that week. She had Salvador nail the windows shut too, quoting some statistics about runaways from foster care.

Maybe normal kids would have run away during school hours, called the cops, but Alicia and I didn’t know how to reach out to authority or anybody else. Whatever will we once had, Fran crushed within a few months. She knew it, too. She didn’t bother with the shock collars much after that. She didn’t need to.

She found ways to keep us apart whenever she wasn’t right behind us. At the end of the summer, she planned our school schedules to make sure we had no classes together. Alicia had no first period, and I had no last period, so we didn’t walk to or from school together. We didn’t wake at the same time or breakfast together either. She had Alicia clean the offices at Salvador’s plastics company after school while I cleaned the house. She even gave us cell phones with an app called Family 360 that tracked where we were at all times as if she didn’t already know.

Isolated and invisible to most of our classmates, I felt the loss of my identity with Alicia with every trip to my locker and every solitary meal in the cafeteria. Together or separate, the other kids still viewed us as freaks. Sometimes I’d hear them talk about us at a nearby table. One girl from the cheerleading squad used to say, “Between the two of ’em you wouldn’t have half a normal kid’s life.” Sometimes I believed her.

Alicia usually lunched with a senior named Aaron. I didn’t know what she saw in him other than a fellow outcast. His hair always needed combing and his jeans jacket always smelled like rotting wood. He rode to school on a rust-covered motorcycle that rattled the classroom windows when he revved the engine. As far as I could tell, he had only one attractive feature, a deep, resonant voice. You could almost feel it in your midsection when he spoke.

Whatever Alicia was doing with him, it made me lonelier than ever. There were days Aaron and Alicia weren’t in school. Even with the spotty cell reception at the high school, Fran, always vigilant with her Family 360 app, started to suspect, but since Alicia generally came home with Salvador after cleaning the office, Fran had less opportunity to mess with her. Over time Salvador even started taking Alicia’s side if he thought Fran was being overbearing at the dinner table.

I had the nightmare for the first time around four months later. I saw the horizontal crescent of light. It blurred into two, then came together again. Inside it, reddish teardrop shapes. Something pressing into the crown of my head, pushing me down. The crescent narrowed and disappeared into black. I tried to move, but something pressed against me from all sides. It entered my open mouth as I struggled to inhale. Worms? Insects? I gagged as they slipped into my throat, acrid and noxious. And the sound. The series of rattling clicks. Then the silence. Then the clicks again, metallic, vibrating the top of my skull.

I threw off the covers and brought my feet down against the cold planks of the floor. Standing, I gasped at my image in the mirror above my chest of drawers. My face looked deformed, my left temple crushed in, my left eye dangling from its socket.

I grabbed for the knob of the lamp and clicked it on. But when my eyes adjusted to the flood of light, my face looked back at me, normal in every way except the panic and the pained twist to the corners of my mouth.

I knew what I would find if I could get past the locked door, if I could cross the hall to Alicia’s room: her bed unslept-in, hospital corners still perfect, the way Fran watched her make it that morning.

I tried to go back to sleep and found myself right back in the same dreamscape. After the fourth or fifth time, my oversized T-shirt drenched in sweat, I just sat up in bed and waited for the endless moments to pass into dawn.

Of course, the images from the dream haunted me at school as well. The morning announcements, Geometry class and European history couldn’t distract me from it for more than a few seconds at a time.

Aaron walked up to me when I headed into the lunchroom. “Have you seen your sister?”

“I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but she isn’t always in school on school days.”

“I don’t know if you’ve noticed,” his superhero voice made his sarcasm way more convincing than mine, “but she only cuts class to hang with me. She’s not answering her phone either.”

I never texted with Alicia much. With Fran’s fingerprint programmed into our phones, we tended to view them as just another leash. “Maybe she just doesn’t want to talk to you.” I took out my phone and texted her a quick “hi.” The glass under my fingertips and the lingering text bubble didn’t inspire much hope that she would respond though.

“Something’s screwed up.” He shook his head and walked away.

* * * *

Aaron came to my locker after my last class, looking agitated with his hair even more disheveled than usual. “Something ain’t right.”

I clung to possible explanations. “Did you two stay out last night? Maybe she’s still in bed or something.”

“With that old bitch of a stepmom at home?”

It made no sense. He was right. She had never come home. Of course, she hadn’t. The nightmares and the vision and the sleeplessness had swooped down to feed on her absence. “What do we do?”

“When was the last you saw or heard from her?”

I thought about it. “When you two were leaving the lunchroom yesterday. You?”

“That was the last time I was with her. She usually texts me before she turns in, just goodnight and a couple of emojis. Not last night. She’s been up to something.”

“Up to what kind of something?”

“Something. A guy can tell.” The edge to his voice grated on my nerves.

“Please don’t try to tell me you think she was cheating on you.”

“You don’t know,” he said, his bass voice trailing off into a sour murmur. “There’s gotta be a way to track her down.”

Then it occurred to me. “There is a way.”

His eyebrows rose higher on the broad ridge of his forehead.

“Fran made us download an app, Family 360, so she could track where we are all the time, but we can see each other’s location too, as long as GPS isn’t turned off and there’s reception.” I swiped through a few screens to the app. It animated a map zooming in to my own location. I zoomed out with two fingers until the red inverted-teardrop marker with Alicia’s name above it showed. I tapped it. “She’s downtown.” Then I noticed the words underneath the marker. Since 8:10 p.m. yesterday.

* * * *

The police never treated Alicia’s disappearance as a crime, not even after they recovered her cell phone in a dumpster right where the app said it would be. Once they found out about our history, they considered her a runaway and decided she ditched her phone to keep Fran and Salvador from finding her. The local news called her a troubled teen from the foster care system.

Ian, the social worker, came to check on me.

He sat next to me on the living room couch, seemingly unaware of Fran lingering in the kitchen. “I worry about you, you know.”

“I’m okay.”

He lowered his voice. “You’re happy…well…you’re okay here then?”

I shrugged. “You put us here.”

“Yeah. I did.” His jaw clamped up on his bottom lip for a while. “You look like you’re not sleeping.”

I didn’t want to talk about that.

“I noticed a change in her the last time I visited. Couldn’t quite put my finger on it, but the Alicia I know would never have run away without you.”

“Yeah. She changed. But she wouldn’t. The police don’t seem to care.”

“There’s not much they can do without evidence of a crime.”

Maybe someone who’d never had her will broken, someone who knew how to use her own voice apart from her sister, would have told him what a monster Freaky Fran was, told him what she did to us when we first arrived there. I just couldn’t do it, not then, not yet.

* * * *

Around that time, Fran and Salvador started to argue a lot more. Evenings, through my closed bedroom door and theirs, the muffled accusations would swell into shouts. Then one of them would hiss about keeping their voices down. They would whisper for a half minute, then get louder, and the process would start over again. Even with earbuds in, I caught a lot of references to Alicia and me. Once Salvador shouted, “We can’t just give up on her.” At the time, I didn’t know which one of us he meant.

On a Saturday, Fran and Salvador bought a new television the size of a small car for their bedroom. Salvador wanted me to have their old one. I didn’t mind the idea until I realized what a project it was for Sal to mount the bracket for it on my wall. He generally never entered my room, and his musky scent, sharp with 151 rum and veiled in aftershave, made me uneasy as he slid my bed away from the corner. He had to rub a magnetic stud finder over my wall endlessly, then make pencil marks, then drill holes. The room grew stifling with the two of us and the sealed window.

I held the bracket in place while he started a bunch of thick screws with six-sided heads by hand. He had me keep holding it while he got out a ratchet and tightened the first screw. Then he passed me the ratchet to tighten one on my side.

The vision washed over me as soon as the pads of my fingers rested on the sweaty textured handle of the tool. Did he feel me shudder?

“Go on. It won’t bite you.”

Struggling to steady arms half frozen with fear, I fit the end of the ratchet over the head of the screw. I pulled the handle down and felt the screw enter the wall as it turned. As I lifted it, the handle made a series of rattling clicks.

“That’s my girl,” he said.

The rattling clicks slowed.

I saw his memories, but I saw Alicia’s too, as if we shared a single body. Salvador, in his office, taut with animal fury, poked a finger into our face. We glared back at him, hot with our own fury. Even as he raged, hovering over us, we lashed back with the only threat we had. We would expose him. We would tell them all about his child growing within us.

His head turned. His thick fingers grabbed the metal bat where it rested in the corner. He swung it across our skull. As the bone around our left eye shattered, the vision split and blurred. He brought the bat back for another swing.

We woke buried to the shoulder in plastic pellets. Salvador stood holding the metal lid to the industrial drum. His doubled image came back together into one. He loosened a bolt on the ring around the edge of the lid. Then he brought the metal disk down on the crown of our head. We struggled. The pellets entered our mouth, choking us. The light narrowed to a horizontal crescent showing only a narrow section of the blood-splattered wall. Then it disappeared.

In total darkness, we felt the vibrations of a ratchet tightening the bolt, sealing us inside.

We struggled to suck air from the toxic vacuum of the drum. The lightless world tilted. It began to wobble. The squeak of a dolly with one wheel off-kilter. Gasping. Sweat bathing us. Where would the end come? Some forgotten sub-basement of the factory? Slowly, mercifully, consciousness began to drain.

That squeak of the wheels faded into the clicks of the ratchet in my hand, and then other sounds mixed in with them, the chiming of the ancient grandfather clock, the sound of running water in the master bathroom.

Somehow my body continued to move even with the white-hot terror of the monster that was Salvador just inches from me. The head of the screw locked down tight against the metal of the television bracket. Struggling to steady my hand, I passed Salvador the ratchet.

Busy with the other screws, he only noticed the shadow of the metal toolbox when I had it over my head. I grunted like an animal as I brought it down. It crashed into his skull, and he collapsed into the wall in a shower of screwdrivers and wrenches.

I raced down the hall. I turned into the master bedroom.

Fran shouted from behind the bathroom door. “What’s going on out there?”

I dug through her purse on the dresser. I grabbed her keys and ran back to my room. Sal was flailing his arms slowly like a half-crushed insect. I yanked the door shut. With shaking hands, I tried one of the keys. Wrong one. I tried another, shiny new. It fit. I locked the door.

The pipes in the walls squealed and the sound of running water stopped.

I ran to the kitchen. Salvador’s 151 rum was on the counter. I poured it all over the stove and on the curtains. I flipped on one of the burners. Flames shot along the path of the liquor.

I ran out of the house with no idea where to go. I kept to the middle of the road, the asphalt warm under my bare feet.

When a car came towards me, I tried to shout, but words jumbled together. The car honked and then slowed to a stop. I fell to my knees.

* * * *

They arrested Salvador a few days after they found the traces of blood in his office. I thought about telling them he’d confessed to me about putting her in a drum, but I’ve never been a great liar. Telling them I had a hunch would just cast suspicion on me and telling them how I really knew would only land me in a psychiatric hospital. It didn’t matter. A week later a cadaver dog led them to Alicia’s body anyway.

It stormed the day we buried her. There were four diggers to only three mourners, not counting the reverend who smelled like beer and spoke for all of five minutes before asking Ian from Children and Families if he had the check. Ian had a huge umbrella that he kept trying to hold over Aaron and me. We didn’t care. When the rain soaked my dress and chilled my flesh, I felt whole, like the sensations of my body finally matched the sensations of my soul.

The police had a lot of questions about Fran’s shock collars after they found DNA from both Alicia and me on both collars, especially after they learned she used them on us before we turned fourteen. The assistant district attorney said that meant twice the jail time and no chance of claiming we consented.

I’ve been at the group home in Jamaica Plain for almost two months now. Every Friday around an hour after school gets out, Aaron pulls up on his motorbike, and we walk to the big pond. Sometimes we hold hands. If the kids back at Pembroke High knew, they’d probably whisper about us, treat us like freaks…or, I guess, even more like freaks. We don’t care. We share the most important part of us, our love for Alicia, and we mean to keep her memory alive.

ABOUT THE AUTHOR

Avram Lavinsky wrote his first mystery story at the age of 11 but channeled most of the creative energy of his formative years into music, eventually earning a gold record for his work with the band Blues Traveler. Last year, he was shortlisted for the Brooklyn Non-Fiction Prize and the Al Blanchard Award for New England’s best crime short story. His short fiction has appeared in both literary magazines and genre publications including Deadly Nightshade: Best New England Crime Stories 2022 and The Best Mystery Stories of the Year 2023.
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THE CASE OF THE
SNITCHED SNACKS,
by Hal Charles

As soon as Lucy Lyttle heard her mother’s scream, she grabbed her detective kit and scrambled down from her treehouse. She ran as fast as her ten-year-old legs could, even though her dog, Charlie Brown, barked at her from the platform where she had left him. Lucy found her mother in the kitchen madder than she had ever seen her.

“What’s wrong, Mom?” she said between the huffing and puffing.

Her mother pointed to a plate sprinkled with a few crumbs. “Look at that! Somebody took the Toll House cookies I got up early and baked for my Saturday noon bridge club.”
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