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THE CAT’S MEOW

Welcome to Black Cat Weekly #33.

The astute will notice that this issue is being released early—with holidays nearly upon us (and relatives set to descend on our household), I thought it prudent to finish it up early, just to make sure there weren’t any unfortunate delays.

I think you’ll find this issue particularly interesting. Darrell Schweitzer’s historic interview with C.J. Cherryh from 1978 is fascinating since she talks about her writing process. (If you aren’t familiar with her work, you’ve missed some of the best science fiction of the last 50 years.).

For mystery lovers, we have great tales from Greg Herren (courtesy of editor Barb Goffman) and Patricia Dusenbury (courtesy of editor Michael Bracken), plus a solve-it-yourself mystery from Hal Charles. Our novel, Mission of Revenge, by Edison Marshall mixes many genres—crime, romance, adventure…all set in the frozen north!

Science fiction readers have an original from Nancy Jane Moore (courtesy of editor Cynthia Ward), plus classics by Lester del Rey and Larry Tritten. For fantasy, look no further than “The Goddess’ Legacy,” by Malcolm Jameson, and the second part of Mel Gilden’s novel, The Case by Case Casebook of Emily Silverwood. Good stuff!

Here’s the lineup:

Non-Fiction:

“Speaking with C.J. Cherryh,” conducted by Darrell Schweitzer [interview]

Mysteries / Suspense / Adventure:

“Nor Death Will Us Part,” by Patricia Dusenbury [Michael Bracken Presents short story]

“An Eggceptional Solution,” by Hal Charles [solve-it-yourself mystery]

“The Silky Veils of Ardor,” by Greg Herren [Barb Goffman Presents short story]

Mission of Revenge, by Edison Marshall [novel]

Science Fiction & Fantasy:

“The Art of War,” by Nancy Jane Moore [Cynthia Ward Presents short story]

“Playback,” by Larry Tritten [short story]

“The One-eyed Man,” by Lester del Rey [short story]

“The Goddess’ Legacy,” by Malcolm Jameson [short story]

The Case by Case Casebook of Emily Silverwood, by Mel Gilden (Part 2 of 4) [Serial Novel]

Happy reading!

—John Betancourt

Editor, Black Cat Weekly
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NOR DEATH WILL US PART,
by Patricia Dusenbury

Nick had vacillated between Cinzano’s, checkered tablecloths and candles in wine bottles, and the more upscale Traviata. He’d decided on Cinzano’s because they’d gone there on their first date. Jen liked it when he was sentimental.

The hostess led them to a corner table and placed a single rose on the table. “Happy anniversary.”

“But how?” Jen’s eyes sparkled.

“I told them when I made the reservations.” Nick felt good. He’d made the right choice.

The waiter brought their wine, and Nick raised his glass. “To the six months we’ve had together.” He’d considered saying something about the lifetime to come but decided that was premature. He hadn’t asked Jen to marry him—not yet.

They ordered the same meals they’d ordered on their first date and stole little tastes from each other’s plate. The evening was perfect until a loudmouthed couple sat down at the next table.

“That’s three in less than a year,” the woman said. “It’s a serial killer.”

“It’s probably her ex-husband. The paper said she was divorced.”

“Nope. Serial killer. Every victim was an attractive young woman who lived alone. Serial killers are losers who always go after pretty young women.” Her tone became ominous. “One night, she comes home, and he’s waiting for her. She doesn’t have a chance.”

“You’ve been reading too many trashy novels.”

“Says the man who reads nothing but the sports page. Take a look at the front page some day. See what’s happening in the world.”

Nick glared at them, and they lowered their voices, but the damage had been done.

“It really is a serial killer,” Jen whispered. “Whitney is dating a police detective, and that’s what he said. He made her get new deadbolts for her doors. She says I ought to get some.”

“Okay, I’ll call a locksmith. Tomorrow. Tonight, you won’t be alone.”

“No, I won’t.” She smiled.

“Let’s talk about happier things. Like me. I’m the happiest man in the world thanks to you.”

“I bet you say that to all the girls. You have a reputation, you know.”

“I won’t lie to you, Jen. You’re not the first woman in my life, but I promise, you’re going to be the last.”

They shared a kiss across the table, and the evening was back on track. It stayed there until Nick’s phone signaled a message.

“Go ahead,” Jen said. “I know you financial types are always on call, and I want to visit the ladies’ room.”

He watched her thread her way between the tables; the loudmouthed guy was watching too. Nick bet every man in the restaurant envied him.

Eat your hearts out, fellas; she’s mine.

The message was from Bill. “Melissa said to ask about BPP. Said you’d made a killing. Buy???”

Nick deleted the text, but he couldn’t get rid of the knot in his stomach. Melissa was a vindictive bitch. She’d just ruined his romantic evening with Jen. If she wanted to, she could ruin his life.

When Jen came back, Nick tried to act as if everything was fine, but he couldn’t stop thinking about the implied threat hidden in Bill’s innocent message. Damn Melissa. He pushed his food around his plate, pretending that his appetite hadn’t disappeared, until the waiter finally cleared the table.

“There’s a special dessert waiting at my place,” Jen said.

Nick cleared his throat. “That text was business, Jenny. I have to follow up. Tonight, I’m afraid.”

“You’ve been distracted ever since you read it.” Jen pouted. “It was Melissa Arnold, wasn’t it? She’s still bothering you, isn’t she? Why don’t you just fire her?”

“It wasn’t from Melissa, and I can’t fire her. She’s the best analyst in the office.” He looked deep into Jen’s eyes. “On a personal level, Melissa is ancient history. You are the woman I love. Today, tomorrow, and forever.”

“I love you, too.”

“I wish it weren’t necessary, but I have to stop by the office. I’ll put you in a cab.”

“I don’t want to go home alone. There’s a serial killer on the loose. Whitney said he knocks his victims unconscious and cuts their tongues off. They drown in their own blood.” She shuddered. “That is so gruesome. Can’t your business wait until tomorrow?”

“I wish it could, but I won’t be long. Promise. I’ve been waiting all week.” Nick put his hand on Jen’s. He hated making her unhappy, but he wouldn’t be able to think about anything else until he’d had it out with Melissa. “Finance is international; you know that. I have to be on 24–7. The Japanese stock market just opened.”

“If you absolutely have to go, let me come with you.”

“Jen, for Christ’s sake. There’s nothing to worry about.” Nothing for her to worry about. He had to worry about Melissa ruining his reputation. He’d lose this job and never be able to get another. He could go to jail.

“Hey, man, you don’t have to yell.” It was the male half of the couple who had annoyed him earlier.

“Let’s go.” Nick took Jen’s arm and hurried her out of the restaurant. If he’d stayed, he would have punched the jerk in the nose.

“You don’t have to drag me.” Jen’s lip trembled as if she was about to cry.

Nick slowed his pace, but he was still fuming when he put her in a cab. “I’ll make it up to you later. Promise.” He slammed the door and stormed back to his car.

Melissa lived downtown in one of the new high-rise condos. Why she chose that, Nick couldn’t imagine. He didn’t like being downtown after office hours, and he was damned unhappy about going back now. He didn’t deserve this crap. He hadn’t done anything that everyone else didn’t do.

Last year he’d bought a thousand shares of BPP for a client and a thousand shares for his personal account. The price doubled in six months, but there were rumors, so he sold half of each holding. The next day, the SEC announced an investigation, and BPP tanked. He’d sold the rest fast enough to clear a profit, although a smaller one. A minor adjustment put the proceeds from the first sale in his account and the proceeds from the second sale in the client’s account. His client had been happy with the results; lots of people lost big money on BPP. He’d been even happier.

He told himself that Melissa couldn’t turn him in without implicating herself. Their week in Tortola—she’d known damn well where the money came from. Didn’t that make her a co-conspirator? And those sales were a year ago. Why bring it up now? Nick gritted his teeth. He knew the answer, and her name was Jen.

Rather than park at Melissa’s building, where someone might see him and tell Jen, Nick found a space in the public lot next door. He waited until no one was around before getting out of his car and hurrying over to the entrance. The doorman was nowhere to be seen. Nick blessed good luck, punched in the security code, and took the elevator to the fifth floor.

Melissa wasn’t home. At least, she wasn’t answering her doorbell. A call to her cell went straight to voice mail. Frustrated, he kicked the door. Still no response, and if the neighbor across the hall had heard anything, he wasn’t investigating.

“Bitch.” Nick gave Melissa’s door another kick, this one hard enough to do some damage, and walked away. He took the elevator to the basement, in case the doorman had returned to his post, and exited through the garage.

Back in his car, he texted Melissa, “Heard from Bill. WTF. Can’t we behave like adults?”

It was a dumb question. Melissa wasn’t capable of acting like an adult. The night they broke up, she’d thrown a tantrum, along with anything of his she could pick up. He’d tried to break it gently.

“You’re not meeting my needs,” he’d told her. “I think we should try some time apart.”

The words were barely out before Melissa jumped down his throat. “‘You’re not meeting my needs.’ That’s jackass speak for ‘I’m cheating on you and pretending that it’s your fault.’ Who is she, Nick?”

The discussion had gone downhill from there, in part, because she was right about another woman. He’d met Jen and fallen deeply, truly in love for the first time in his life. There had been other women, lots of them, but no one had connected with the man he really was. Until Jen.

Who was at her place, waiting for him.

He detoured by the liquor store. A bottle of bubbly would help restore everyone’s good mood—God knows he could use it. He bypassed the cheap stuff and picked up a bottle of Babineaux Brut.

“Candy’s dandy, but liquor’s quicker.” It was the guy behind him in the checkout line.

“She’s a little ticked off tonight; I’d better get both.” Nick grabbed a box of chocolate truffles from a display next to the checkout. French champagne and fancy chocolates, Jen would love it.

“If Mama ain’t happy, ain’t no-one happy,” his new best friend said. “Hell hath no fury.” The guy was a fountain of clichés and already trashed without the six-pack he was about to buy, but he had a point.

“They get mad and torture you for the fun of it,” Nick said. Thinking of Melissa made him angry all over again. He had to drive around another twenty minutes, talking himself down, before he was ready to go over to Jen’s.

The first thing he noticed was the outside light, which should have been on but wasn’t. Then he noticed that no lights were on, period. The units on either side were brightly lit. Jen must have blown a circuit. All the circuits?

That didn’t seem likely. Maybe she was so spooked about this serial killer that she decided not to go home until she knew he’d be there. Thinking that this evening couldn’t go much further wrong, Nick hurried up the walk, key in hand.

Jen’s front door stood slightly ajar. He pushed it open and saw light coming from the kitchen.

“Jen? Is everything okay?” Something slammed. The back door? “Jen? Where are you?” He ran down the hall.

She lay face-up on the kitchen floor. A puddle of blood surrounded her head; more poured from her mouth.

“Jen! No! Oh my God, no!” He knelt beside her. Did he hear a faint gurgle? Was she still alive and struggling to breathe?

Nick had been a lifeguard. Reaching into her mouth to clear her airways was a reflex. He felt the stub where her tongue had been, and his stomach heaved. Fighting back nausea, he rolled her over and started artificial respiration. When he pressed down, blood gushed from her mouth.

“Help,” he cried. “Someone help. Call an ambulance.” He remembered his cell phone, took it out, and dialed 911.

The ambulance came quickly. At least that’s what they told him later. To Nick, it seemed like an eternity before the EMTs rushed in.

“Her tongue,” he said.

“Stand back. Let us do our job.” An EMT slipped a metal tube down Jen’s throat. Another attached her to an IV bag. Someone yelled, “Get a stretcher in here STAT. Tell the hospital we’re on our way, and tell the cops we have another one.”

“It’s the serial killer, isn’t it?” Nick said. “She was afraid, and I made her go home alone. Oh my God, it’s my fault.”

He followed them to the ambulance and watched in mute horror as they loaded her stretcher. When he tried to climb in, he was told, no room, and when he persisted, get the hell out of our way. A police officer materialized at his side, a woman who asked him to stay and answer a few questions.

“It won’t take long,” she said. “The detectives are on their way.”

“I want to go to the hospital. I can’t leave her alone.”

“She’s not alone, and there’s nothing you can do for her that the doctors can’t do better. The detectives will drop you at the hospital—after you talk.”

“I love her. I want to be with her.”

“Right now, the best thing you can do is help us catch the SOB who attacked her.” She gestured toward the bag Nick had dropped when he saw Jen. “What’s that?”

The bottle had broken. Clear bubbly liquid flowed across and around Jen’s blood. Blood was everywhere. Sticky, metallic-smelling, bright red blood covered the floor and splattered the cabinets. It was on him—his shoes, his clothes, his hands. Nick began to sob.

Jen died on the way to the hospital. The enormity of her death left no room for any other thought or emotion. Nick answered the police detectives’ questions, accompanied them to headquarters, and was arrested and charged with her murder. None of it penetrated the fog of his grief.

At his trial, the loudmouth couple from the restaurant, the taxi driver, and the guy from the liquor store all testified. Nick was taken aback by their hostility. He prayed that Jen had not died mad at him.

The only bright spot was the police detective who described Jen’s murder as an attempted copycat crime. The real serial killer abused his victims after he cut out their tongues; this had not happened to Jen. Knowing he had saved her from that last horror gave Nick a bit of solace.

After deliberating for less than a day, the jury found Nick guilty. The judge sentenced him to twenty years to life.

Two weeks after Nick’s conviction, a man named Arthur Gault was apprehended while attacking a young woman. The police discovered a tongue collection in Gault’s home, but none matched Jen’s DNA. Hadn’t the police said it was a copycat crime?

Gault was sentenced to life in prison, but it would be a short sentence. He’d been diagnosed with lung cancer. Two years and four months later, he succumbed. On his deathbed, he confessed to several murders other than those for which he’d been convicted. One was Jen’s. Her tongue wasn’t in his collection because he’d dropped it while running away after “her jerk of a boyfriend” walked in the front door.

The Innocence Team took up Nick’s case. Nick, who had been a passive observer at his own trial, now wanted desperately to be released. No one asked why. Wasn’t it a given that no man wanted to live behind bars? And for a crime he didn’t commit?

The appeal succeeded, and Nick was exonerated, free to resume his old life, but the things he used to care about—a nice car, living in the right neighborhood, going to clubs and restaurants—no longer mattered. His time in prison had left him with an appreciation of simple pleasures, a walk through a garden, watching the sunset.

He had also come to appreciate Melissa’s part in Jen’s death. Others had played small and unwitting roles in the tragedy. Bill sent the text, the guy in the liquor store delayed him, but Melissa had started it. Arthur Gault had been crazy, and he’d died in prison; Melissa had been sane and malicious—she’d actually testified against him at his trial—and she’d gotten away with it.

Nick moved to a smaller city two hours away and looked for a job that would give him access to government databases. The county tax office hired him. The work was not demanding, and on most days, he’d finished his assigned tasks by lunch. That left the afternoon free to search the Internet. Soon he had the information he needed.

When D-day finally came, Nick woke well before the alarm.

He lay in bed until the crack in his drapes lightened with the sunrise. Then he sat up and rotated his shoulders to loosen his tense muscles. Of course he was nervous, that was to be expected, but he was also resolute. And he’d learned from experience.

The first time all the pieces had fallen into place, he’d left after lunch and been caught in a miles-long traffic jam. A semi carrying something hazardous had overturned on the interstate. He’d sat for hours and then arrived too late. Today, he was leaving as soon as the morning rush hour cleared.

Life being what it is, Nick encountered no delays. He was hours early. He’d planned for that eventuality and spent the time at the movies in a multiplex not far from Melissa’s new home.

She had done well since Jen died. She’d switched firms and been made a broker. She still owned the condo downtown but rented it out. Her current address was a single-family home in one of the city’s best neighborhoods. Melissa couldn’t have afforded it herself, but she’d married a lawyer, a partner in one of the city’s largest firms. The house they owned jointly was estimated by a real estate database to be worth over a million dollars. It also backed up to a public park.

Tracking Melissa had been simple; gathering information about her husband’s schedule had been more challenging. Hacking the law firm’s internal system proved impossible, at least for Nick. However, he was able to access court records. Most of Mr. Melissa’s cases were local, but every now and then, he worked on a case being tried elsewhere. He was in New York today; Melissa would be returning home alone.

The final challenge is using the knife. Nick has practiced on a beef tongue purchased from an ethnic market and knows that the knife in his glove compartment is more than sharp enough. Having the will is the only question. But when he reminds himself how Melissa’s vindictiveness led to Jen’s death, Nick knows he can do it.

He also knows they’ll catch him. He’ll probably get the death penalty this time. That’s okay. Jen is waiting.

ABOUT THE AUTHOR

Patricia Dusenbury is a retired economist who hopes to atone for all those dry reports by writing novels and short stories that amuse. She has won the EPIC award for best mystery novel and been a Claymore finalist. Her short stories have appeared in anthologies and magazines, including Black Cat Mystery Magazine. “Nor Death Will Us Part” first appeared in Black Coffee (Darkhouse Books, 2016).
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AN EGGCEPTIONAL SOLUTION,
by Hal Charles

Peeking around the corner to see her grandmother opening the refrigerator door, Julie realized how much she loved visiting her “Gram,” especially on Easter mornings. “What are you doing, Gram?”

The tall, slim woman looked up with a smile as she placed a Styrofoam carton on a top rack. “Oh, just putting away some eggs I didn’t dye for today’s community egg hunt.”

A retired high school math teacher, Julie’s grandmother volunteered for community events throughout the year, but the egg hunt was her favorite.

As long as she could remember, Julie had loved egg hunts too, but the ones she had at her grandmother’s on Easter were unique. Gram’s only grandchild, Julie, enjoyed a special place in her grandmother’s heart, and every Easter Gram dreamed up a “hunt” in which she hid a beautiful porcelain egg passed down in her family and supplied Julie with clues to its location. The hollow egg always contained a note describing a special Easter gift for Julie.

“O.K., Gram,” Julie said excitedly, “where are the clues?”

Gram pointed to a slip of paper on the kitchen table. “This year’s hunt is challenging, but I have confidence in you.”

Julie scooped up the paper and read the hand-printed message: THIS YEAR’S GIFT IS THE COOLEST EVER.

Having lived through the ’60s, “cool” was Gram’s favorite adjective, whether she was describing the latest casserole or an exercise program she had seen in a late-night infomercial.

“Gram,” said a perplexed Julie, “what could be cooler than last year’s tickets to the Adele concert or those dinner reservations at Chez Dominic?”

Her grandmother winked. “I guess you’ll just have to find the egg.”

The previous week Gram had lamented the “uncool” nature of digital music when compared to her prized collection of vinyl albums. When Julie raced to the entertainment center that housed a shelf containing such classics as The Beatles “White Album” and “Janis Joplin’s Greatest Hits,” however, the porcelain egg was nowhere to be found.

Undeterred, Julie headed for her grandmother’s bedroom. The self-proclaimed “Coolest Grandmother in town,” Gram loved flitting around the mall in one of her tie-dyed sundresses or vintage concert t-shirts. Julie could imagine the egg nestled somewhere in a drawer between the Grateful Dead and Bob Dylan. She tried to shuffle though the shirts without making a mess, but the results were the same—no egg.

“I don’t want to hurry you, dear,” called her grandmother from the living room, “but we have to be at the park soon. I just love watching the children’s faces as they uncover the hidden eggs. They’re always so excited.”

She’d be excited, too, thought Julie, if she could figure out the cryptic clue. “The coolest gift yet.” During her years as a teacher, Gram had traveled extensively, and Julie had always enjoyed her accounts of the “cool” places she had visited and the “cool” people she had met.

The next place she looked was the shelf next to the TV that housed Gram’s photo albums. Perhaps the egg was secreted behind that collection. No luck again.

At the point of frustration, Julie had one last thought. The coolest of cool for Gram had always been her small collection of first editions.

As Julie’s fingers swept over a couple of the treasured volumes, she heard Gram say, “As my favorite detective, Poe’s Dupin, was fond of pointing out, ‘Perhaps it is the very simplicity of the thing that puts you at fault.’”

A light suddenly clicked in Julie’s head as she headed for the kitchen. “Gram, I think I’ve ‘cracked’ the clue.”

Solution

Julie realized that she had missed the simplicity of her grandmother’s clue. “Coolest” referred to temperature, and, sure enough, Julie found the porcelain egg in the carton Gram was placing in the fridge as she arrived. When Julie read the slip inside the egg, she thought the gift was “cool” in another way: Gram gave her the antique sapphire ring she had long admired.
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THE SILKY VEILS OF ARDOR,
by Greg Herren

The Barb Goffman Presents series showcases
the best in modern mystery and crime stories,

personally selected by one of the most acclaimed
short stories authors and editors in the mystery
field, Barb Goffman, for Black Cat Weekly.

The elevator doors opened. Cautiously, her heart thumping in her ears, she walked out of the elevator into the hotel lobby and paused, taking a quick look around. Over at the front desk the young woman in uniform was checking in a couple. They didn’t look familiar. But it had been so long since she’d seen any of them…would she recognize anyone?

She didn’t notice she’d been holding her breath.

She walked across the lobby to the hotel bar entrance. A reader board just outside said: WELCOME BACK ROCKY BEACH HIGH CLASS OF 1992!

The black background was faded, the white plastic letters yellowed with age.

The urge to head to the elevators and punch the up button until the doors opened, get back to her room and repack her suitcases—the clothes she’d just carefully unpacked and put away neatly in drawers and hung in the closet—was strong. She resisted, recognizing the need as irrational, then closed her eyes and clenched her hands until she felt her ragged bitten nails digging into her palms.

You can do this you can do this you can do this you can do this.

There was a dull murmur coming from inside the hotel bar, laughter and talking, the rattling of ice against glass, the whir of a blender. From where she stood she could see the bar was crowded. Cocktail waitresses in white blouses and too-short black skirts with trays balanced on one hand maneuvered expertly around groups of people.

Maybe nobody there was from the reunion. Maybe she was early. Maybe—

You can do this.

She’d always had social anxiety. Had never made friends easily, couldn’t make small talk, sometimes saying the wrong thing, somehow alienating people without even knowing what she’d done. Parties and dances had always been agony for her growing up. Even with friends, people she felt relatively certain actually did like her, she always had an irrational fear she’d say the wrong thing, forget a birthday, commit some horrific social faux pas that would make them turn against her, letting them see what a damaged, worthless person she actually was. She’d started seeing a therapist after college, years after she should have, but her parents thought therapy was all touchy-feely mumbo jumbo for the weak and all you had to do was suck it up and forget about it, not worry, lock it all away in a dark corner of your mind and move on.

But she always worried, never able to relax, never able to be honest with people, be herself, share her secrets.

You can do this. You CAN. You can do anything.

The Xanax had made the airport and cross-country flight bearable. But it was wearing off now, and she didn’t want to take another to handle the bar. Dr. Silverman had been so happy, so proud, when she told her that she wanted to come to her twenty-fifth high school reunion. “I’m so proud of you,” Dr. Silverman had said, practically beaming at her. “This is a huge step for you.”

You can DO this.

“Lany?” A soft, feminine voice said. “You are Lany, aren’t you?”

She smiled hesitantly at the short woman in the mom jeans and ugly beige knit sweater with sequined cats appliqued to the front. There was something vaguely familiar about her, but Lany couldn’t place her face. She’d considered studying the faces in her senior yearbook, just to be safe, but put it back on the shelf. It had been twenty-five years. She certainly didn’t look like the Lany Taylor they remembered any more—if any of them did remember her—so there was little chance any of them would look like their air-brushed and carefully shot senior pictures, or even the way she remembered them. But this hesitant, short, round woman in an ugly sweater had recognized something of Lany’s teenaged self in her face, hadn’t she?

The woman smiled more broadly, stepping closer, looking over the top of her silver-rimmed glasses at her. “You don’t recognize me, do you?” She laughed, a musical sound that carried Lany back to memories of little cardboard boats of skinny french fries and chocolate milkshakes, cafeteria noise and whispered confidences, of plastic trays and cellophane-wrapped plastic tableware with rough white folded paper napkins that didn’t absorb anything.

“Allyson…Bates?” It couldn’t be, but it was, somehow. The eyes, they were the same, despite the dark circles and the lines radiating out from the corners.

“You do remember me!” Allyson threw her arms around Lany, who fought her instinct to stiffen, struggling with her own uncooperative arms until they were around Lany’s wide back. She was soft and warm. “I know I don’t look anything like I did when we were kids, but I was so hoping you were going to come!”

Lany hadn’t sent the RSVP back in the mail, hadn’t answered the e-vite or clicked attending on the Facebook event page, wanting to be able to back out if she changed her mind. She hadn’t even gone back to the event page after that first visit, when Tiffany Stewart-Malcolm had sent her the invitation to join, afraid somehow they could tell she’d been there, that some electronic notice had been sent to someone: Lany Taylor visited your event page; would you like to send her a message? She’d bookmarked the website that Tiffany, apparently still as type A as ever, had also created for the reunion, making sure she had the host hotel discount code and the dates right, resisting the urge to go back to the Facebook page to see who was coming and who wasn’t, to read all those posts and comments about the best times of our lives and remember when and oh, it seems like just yesterday; where did all the time go.

“I didn’t think anyone would care whether I came or not,” Lany replied. Don’t be self-deprecating, Dr. Silverman said in her head. Why wouldn’t people want to see you? Why wouldn’t people care? You’ve created this monstrous high school experience mostly in your head, you know.

“Oh, don’t be silly! I’ve really missed you! I haven’t seen you since graduation.” Allyson tucked her warm hand through Lany’s arm. “I’ve thought about you a lot since then. I’ve missed you.” She adjusted her glasses with her free hand. “Well, I don’t know about you, but I could use a drink.” She gently, urgently, tugged Lany’s arm.

It was a hotel bar, like so many other hotel bars, showing signs of wear and badly in need of renovation. Worn-out vinyl seats and half-empty bottles, harried looking bartenders of both sexes rushing around trying to fill orders, cocktail waitresses doing their little dance with their trays, avoiding brushing against the small round tables and the people perched on the bar stools. She didn’t recognize anyone, but Allyson would nod and occasionally interrupt her running chatter to say hello to someone, say “you remember Lany” to someone who smiled politely and nodded hello before they moved on. Allyson rarely stopped talking, even to breathe. Lany had never needed to speak when Allyson was around. She’d always been grateful for that. She was one of those girls who did everything, joined every club, auditioned for every play, got elected class secretary every year, sang in the choir and played flute in the marching band. Everyone knew who she was and no one disliked her, not even the burnout kids or the Goths with their white makeup and black eyeliner. You couldn’t not like Allyson, but girls like Allyson never got picked to be a cheerleader or homecoming queen or asked to prom by the hot guys.

Allyson was always a little boy crazy, wasn’t she, or was she remembering that wrong? Her memories lied to her sometimes. But she could remember a string of crushes, and boyfriends who never stuck around for long, and obsessions with Rob Lowe and Emilio Estevez and Tom Cruise. The walls of Allyson’s pink-and-blue bedroom had been covered with posters of young movie stars, yellowing tape at the corners.

“Is—”

She had to ask, but somehow couldn’t get the name out, couldn’t bring herself—even now, after all these years—to say his name out loud.

Allyson kept talking, leading her through the crowded bar, past people whose faces told their stories, past gray hair and wrinkles and potbellies, hearty laughs and voices stained with the weight of the years, past colognes and perfume, the smell of stale smoke and sour sweat and alcohol. She didn’t recognize anyone right away, tried not to meet anyone’s eyes as they looked at her and away again quickly. She, too, looked different than she had all those years ago, and no one had ever really noticed her or paid attention to her, had they? She might as well have been invisible, carrying her books clutched to her chest as she dodged her way around the halls from class to class, hoping someone would see her and say her name, someone, anyone, would say, “Lany! Don’t you look pretty today?”

No one ever had.

Except that one time.

“Here! I knew there’d be a free table somewhere.” Allyson presented the table with a flourish, as though she’d accomplished something. She’d always done that, Lany remembered, acted like anything she did was an accomplishment. “What a terrific parking place,” she’d said that day when they went to Bayside Mall, even though it was a long walk from the Macy’s entrance and an even longer walk to the Claire’s just on the other side of the food court. Allyson had wanted to get another ear piercing, and Lany hadn’t been doing anything other than reading a book and her mother had pushed her to go, hadn’t she? Told her she needed to get out of the house more. Maybe if she did she might find a boyfriend.

The table needed to be cleared. Sweating glasses of melting ice and wet cocktail napkins were scattered about, the fingerprint-smudged bowl of salted peanuts already picked over. Lany gratefully slid onto the banquette, her back against the cracked brown vinyl worn through in places, and took a deep breath, able to see the hordes of people from her vantage spot.

If he comes, I’ll see him from here. Then I can decide.

He probably wasn’t coming.

He wasn’t the type to come to a reunion.

Or maybe he’d changed.

She’d come, hadn’t she?

Allyson used one of the napkins to wipe the table down, stacked the empty glasses. “I’ll just take these up to the bar,” she said with a warm smile, always so eager to please. That hadn’t changed in twenty-five years, had it? Allyson always had wanted everyone to like her.

Don’t be such a bitch.

“I’ll just grab us a couple of drinks while I’m there,” Allyson was saying. “What do you want? Should we be daring and have cosmos?” Her eyes glittered with excitement, as if she never dared drink ordinarily, and maybe she didn’t. Maybe this reunion was her chance to get away from her life and kick up her heels and do things she ordinarily wouldn’t do.

Maybe I shouldn’t judge.

“A glass of chardonnay,” Lany replied, reaching into her purse for her wallet, feeling the little bottle nestled against it in the bottom of her purse, wondering if this was the weekend where she was going to do something she wouldn’t ordinarily do. If she had the nerve. If she had the guts.

“No, no, this one’s on me!” Allyson replied, waving her off. “It’s the least I can do.” Her voice dropped a register as she said it, a look of something—pity? Concern? Apology?—crossing her face.

What do you have to be sorry for, Allyson?

Allyson disappeared into the crowd, and Lany found herself staring at the men, peering at their faces, trying to decide if any of them could be him.

Colby.

His name was Colby.

He’d always been around, but they’d gone to different elementary schools. It wasn’t until junior high that they’d walked the same halls, sometimes had the same class, the same lunch period. He was so good looking, she remembered, that first time she saw him—was it the first or second day of seventh grade? She couldn’t remember, and her memories often lied. But she remembered him, with his thick mop of blondish-brown hair, the curls and waves hair-sprayed and gelled into place, the dagger earring hanging down from his right ear, the tight jeans torn open and frayed at the knees, the tight Black Sabbath T-shirt hugging his chest and shoulders as he walked down the hallway. That memory was true, was real. She’d recorded it in her diary exactly the way it happened, the way she caught her breath when she saw him coming down the hallway toward her, the casual, self-aware strut of a guy who knew every girl who saw him wanted him, the way the veins streaked down his forearms, the way his nails were polished black, the way his mismatched eyes—one green, one blue—focused on making eye contact with a slight smirk on his thick lips. That moment when she saw him the girlishly pretty boys of Duran Duran and Wham ceased to exist for her. She tore their posters down from her walls that night, or maybe it was the next weekend. But she knew, she knew then, that this guy, whatever his name was, would change her life.

Just the sight of him had awakened something in her, desire, an almost animalistic feeling she was too young to quite wrap her mind around. Girlishly pretty androgynous men weren’t enough for her anymore.

He made her ache in places she didn’t know she could ache.

She knew she would recognize him if she saw him now, even after twenty-five years.

She watched as a waitress emptied her tray at a table, her black skirt sagging a bit in the back, her sensible black flats a little worn at the heels, a small hole in the back of her black hose. She looked young but tired, with bags under her eyes from too many hours carrying trays of drinks and dealing with the advances and tired come-ons of bored drunks traveling on business, miles from their wives and families, having to play the game of being flirty enough to get a tip but not so flirty as to get groped, to not make the gentleman in his cups angry when she didn’t take the room key he offered.

Not every man, Dr. Silverman would say.

The waitress, whose name tag read KAYLEIGH, squeezed herself through the crowd and used a wet towel to wipe the rings away from the table. “Something I can get for you?” she asked, expertly flipping a cocktail napkin down, picking up the dirty nut bowl, and slipping her tray under her arm in one fluid motion.

“My friend went to the bar.” Lany smiled at her. “But some peanuts would be nice, yes.” She fumbled in her purse, her fingers brushing against the bottle again, opening the wallet and slipping a bill out. It was a five and she slid it across the table.

Kayleigh smiled a genuine smile, slid the five into her apron and said, “I’ll be right back with the peanuts and an appetizer menu.”

There was something about Kayleigh that was familiar, out there in the corner of her mind, dancing away when she tried to grasp it.

Lany could see Allyson slowly working her way through the crowd, trying not to spill the drinks, smiling and chatting as she walked, the way she always had. She’d always envied Allyson the easy way she had with people, how she could talk to anyone about anything at any time. She’d never been able to do that, always fumbling awkwardly for something to say that wouldn’t sound embarrassingly stupid and always, always, failing.

“That girl looked familiar,” she said as Allyson cheerfully handed her an almost-too-full glass of wine, sipping from her cosmo before she put it down on the table.

“What girl?” Allyson collapsed into her chair with a loud exhausted exhale, as though she’d somehow run a half-marathon.

“The cocktail waitress.”

“Kayleigh?” Allyson smiled and pulled her compact out of her purse, carefully checking her lipstick and hair. “She should. She’s Janna Melgren’s daughter. You remember Janna Melgren, don’t you?”

Janna Melgren.

“Yes.”

Who could forget Janna Melgren?

No matter how much she’d tried in the last twenty-five years, she hadn’t been able to. She’d spent how many nights as a teenager wondering what had she ever done to Janna to deserve her hatred, her scorn, her insults. Janna was effortlessly beautiful, or so she had seemed at the time, with her reddish-gold hair that fell in perfect waves down her back, her big full breasts she wore low-cut tops to show off, her slender waist and her long legs. Every boy at Rocky Beach High wanted Janna Melgren, and she knew it. The crowds always parted to let her pass through with whomever she deigned to walk the halls with, whichever boy she chose to date for the moment before getting bored and moving on. None of the girls liked Janna, who went to college parties on the weekends and drank, who always had a bottle of something in her purse, who set the style trends for the other girls without knowing or caring. She was mean, her wide-open green eyes always sparkling with malice, always looking for a sign of weakness and always managing to find one. Sometimes her eyes would fall on Lany, her lips curled in a disdainful, contemptuous smile, and she would say something horrible, something cruel, something that felt like a whipcrack slap across her face, but Lany couldn’t respond, couldn’t say or do anything, couldn’t let Janna smell blood in the water. She hated Janna, oh how she hated her, prayed for her to die every night.

“Janna got pregnant that summer after graduation,” Allyson said, not even trying to pretend she wasn’t enjoying telling the story, and Lany remembered Allyson had her own reasons for hating Janna. “The boy wouldn’t marry her. It was—you know.” She snapped her fingers. “Colby Lockhart.”

“Colby?” She managed to keep her voice calm as she reached with a shaking hand for her wine glass, managed to get it to her lips without spilling. It was cheap bar wine, but it would do. She somehow set the glass down, marveling at how steady her hands were, her voice. No one would know just by looking at her. “Colby got Janna pregnant?”

Lany had left after graduation, never looked back, never came back. She’d gone to stay with her grandmother for the summer before college, that long boring summer in the wet heat of rural Alabama, slapping at horseflies and sticking to vinyl furniture. Her father had applied for a job in Houston and got it, and they’d sold the house and moved. She’d never had to come back here, for any reason, and after not returning phone calls or answering letters she’d been forgotten, gone from their lives like she’d never been there in the first place.

“He said it wasn’t his,” Allyson made no attempt to hide the malice now, and Lany wondered what had happened to change her. Allyson had never had anything bad to say about anyone, always could find something nice to say, always had some reason for excusing even the most inexcusable conduct. Hadn’t she always found excuses for Janna’s cruelty, even when she’d been the target? Or had the malice always been there, kept hidden like a treasure from the rest of the world? “He wouldn’t marry her. He said she slept around and he wasn’t going to tie himself down to some tramp.”

That sounded like Colby.

Her left hand dropped to her lap.

“You still…live here?”

Allyson sipped her cosmo. “I sure do. I’m secretary of the Alumni Association.”

Of course you are.

“I thought Tiffany planned the reunion.”

“She’s a good organizer, isn’t she?” Allyson looked around the room. “And that woman can track down anybody. She found you, didn’t she?” She laughed her little laugh again. “She ought to be a private detective. She managed to find everyone.”

Everyone?

But she couldn’t make herself ask.

“Janna’s been married a few times,” Allyson was saying. “Has a lot of kids. She’s no better than she should be, if you know what I mean.” She winked. “Put on a lot of weight too. Although I’m one to talk.” She patted her ample sides. “I never bounced back from the first kid. I keep thinking I’ll join a gym, but who has time? Maybe once the kids are grown.”

“Do you think Janna…do you think Janna will be here?”

Allyson frowned. “She might. Let’s ask Kayleigh.” She twisted around in her chair. “Now, where is she? I don’t see her…Janna RSVPed, but just between you and me”—she leaned across the table and lowered her voice—“I don’t think she wants everyone to see how far she’s fallen. Remember what hot shit she used to think she was?” Her voice dripped scorn, her eyes flashing malice. “She’s a cashier at Publix now.”

Lany looked at her, picked up her glass of cheap wine and took another sip. Had Allyson always been this… this nasty? This wasn’t how she remembered her old friend, but her memories had lied to her before. Maybe she just hadn’t noticed. Maybe she’d just been too wrapped up in her own drama to notice. Maybe it wasn’t…

Maybe it wasn’t an accident they’d gotten separated that day at the mall.

She’d stopped in Macy’s to look at some sunglasses she could never afford, tried them on and looked at them in the little mirror on the counter, smiling at herself and wishing she could somehow swing a pair. But when she turned around to ask Allyson what she thought, Allyson was gone. She took the glasses off, put them back, smiled her apology to the woman at the counter, and tried not to panic as she looked around for Allyson. Allyson was her ride, and she’d have to take the bus home if she didn’t find her. There was nothing worse than the bus, but she knew Allyson planned to get her ear pierced at Claire’s, so she could just go there and wait. She’d eventually turn up. So, Lany was by herself when she ran into Colby and his best friend, Trav, both looking like sin in blue jeans and their sleeveless black tank tops, both smiling at her in what she thought was a friendly way.

It wasn’t until later she’d realized it was predatory.

“She won’t show,” Allyson went on, giving up on locating Kayleigh. “I mean, it’s bad enough the way she’s let herself go, right? Everyone remembers her as the sexy girl, the one all the guys wanted. And now her daughter is waitressing here for the reunion weekend. Funny how that turned out, isn’t it?”

“Almost…almost like it was planned that way.”

“Almost.”

She heard herself asking the question, “And Colby? Is he coming?”

She’d been in love with Colby since that day in seventh grade, never getting up enough nerve to actually talk to him. She used to watch him whenever she could, dream about him, fantasize about him asking her out, write about him in her diary at night—stupid schoolgirl fantasies about what it would be like to kiss him, what it would feel like to have his thick arms around her, what his skin would feel like pressed against hers, how he would smell. He was a secret she didn’t share with anyone. She just watched. Watched him get involved with other girls over the years, as he got taller and his shoulders wider and his muscles thicker, the hair sticking out at the neck of his T-shirts. She watched when his pants rode down a bit as he kneeled to check the air in the tires of his car, flashing the smooth dark skin of his lower back and the pale skin where the muscles started to curve outward above the waistband of his BVDs. Her heart ached every time she saw him with his arms around another girl, caressing her waist, looking deep into her eyes before he kissed her. She knew who Trav was, of course, his ever-present best friend, not quite as good looking or sexy but attractive in his own way.

That afternoon in the mall when she ran into them right outside the Miller’s Outpost and they smiled and said hello, she wasn’t sure how to react, her heart racing so fast she could hear it in her ears, all thoughts of finding Allyson and getting to Claire’s gone from her mind because she’d never been this close to Colby before, close enough to smell his Fahrenheit cologne, his own musk and sweat beneath it. “Hey, Lany,” he said, that mesmerizing smile drawing her in, that slightly crooked tooth in front tantalizing, “want to grab a hot pretzel with us?”

“Colby?” Allyson was giving her a strange look. “You don’t know, do you? You never answered my letters—did you even read them?”

Her palms were sweating as she picked up the wine glass again, as she looked into Allyson’s glittering eyes. Focus, don’t go there, don’t think about any of this, it’s not important. What’s important is you’re here and there’s a pill bottle in your purse and you know how to recognize the signs now, so it won’t happen, and you can get out of here and go back to your room if it gets bad.

“Colby died the year after we graduated, driving drunk,” Allyson was saying, toying with the diamond ring on her left hand, fused with the wedding band. “But you just ran away, and you never looked back, never thought about us again, did you? Your parents wouldn’t even give me a number where I could call you. I missed you. You were my best friend.”

“He’s dead?”

The relief! She felt tears coming to her eyes, fought them down, wiped at her eyes with a cocktail napkin. All this time, he was dead.

Dead.

“Are you all right?” Allyson finished her cosmo, tilted her head. “I think I’ll get another drink. Can I get you some more wine?”

Lany nodded, watching as she got up and walked through the crowd, stopping to smile and say hello to almost everyone she passed. Allyson. Her parents asked her, when they called, if she wanted Allyson to have her phone number, if she wanted to talk to her, but she always said no, there wasn’t anyone from Rocky Beach High she wanted to talk to. Those last few weeks of school had been so hard, so rough. She hadn’t gone to graduation, she hadn’t talked to anyone, just kept her head down and went from class to class, wandering through the halls with her books clutched to her chest, staying away from anywhere she might see Colby, bump into him, not trusting herself to not start screaming or shaking or crying.

After getting pretzels they’d invited her out to the parking lot to smoke a joint, and hadn’t she been so happy to go with them? Didn’t she feel cool, didn’t she feel smart, didn’t she feel sexy, when Colby took her hand and held it all the way out to Trav’s van, parked near the JCPenney? Oh, yes, she went willingly. She took a hit from the joint and coughed, felt weird and queasy, and when Colby started to kiss her hadn’t she kissed him back? Hadn’t it been what she’d always wanted, written about in her diaries year after year after year, fantasized about when bored in class? It was her own John Hughes movie come to life, the sexy cool bad boy finally seeing the quiet mousy girl for what she was, and when he put his hand on her breasts, hadn’t she let him?

Hadn’t she?

Hadn’t she asked for it?

“You have to stop blaming yourself,” Dr. Silverman always told her. “Having a crush on a boy and having him show you some attention—that wasn’t an invitation.”

Words. They were just words. She agreed with her always, nodding, repeatedly promising herself to never shoulder that blame again. But that voice was always there, inside her head, whispering you asked for it, you have no one else to blame.

But…now she wondered.

Allyson was coming back now, carrying another cosmo and another glass of wine, while Kayleigh swooped in with more peanuts, offering a tired smile. Lacy could see Kayleigh’s mother in her face now, and…and traces of Colby too, the mismatched eyes, the shape of the mouth. She choked down a sob, fought the irrational nausea and fear, reminding herself, you came here to confront your past.

“Look who showed up!” Allyson said. “This is my husband, Trav. You remember Trav Martin, don’t you?”

Lany looked up at the smiling man with the receding hairline and a few hairs growing out of his nostrils, beaming down at her with his red face and expanded waistline. He was wearing a white shirt and tie, sweat beads on his forehead and dampness at his armpits. But she looked at his eyes, his sunken brown eyes and the crowned ridge of bone above them, and it was him. It was him.

The last lies her memory had told her for twenty-five years broke in her head—who Allyson had been crazy about that spring, who she’d been dating. How Allyson later told her that she’d left Lany at Macy’s on purpose and arranged for Colby to bump into her. How disappointed Allyson had been that things “hadn’t worked out.”

“Trav,” Lany said, her voice barely audible over the roaring in her head, yet also sounding strong, secure. “How could I forget?”

He leaned down and kissed her on the cheek, his lips wet and slick.

How could I forget that afternoon at the mall?

Trav with his headphones on, listening to his Discman. She could hear the Beastie Boys over her own weak, begging sobs for Colby to stop what he was doing, even after it seemed like she’d left her body and it was happening to someone else. Trav, in the front seat of the van, acting like he didn’t know what was going on in the back, what was happening to her, as her dreams of living happily ever after with Colby, of going to the prom with him and loving him and having his children, came to a sobbing, broken end in the back of a van in a mall parking lot on a spring weekend afternoon.
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