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THE CAT’S MEOW

Welcome to Black Cat Weekly. I can’t believe it’s been 100 issues! Time flies when you’re having fun.

To help make this issue special, I asked Barb Goffman and Michael Bracken to contribute some special stories of their own. I think you’ll agree, they are among the highlights of this issue. On the mystery side , we also have stories by Nancy Pickard, Bradley Harper, and a novel from the legendary Fredric Brown—his classic Knock Three-One-Two. And what issue is complete without a solve-it-yourself mystery by Hal Charles?

On the more fantastic side of things, we have another of Darrell Schweitzer’s historical interviews with a legend of science fiction, this time Robert Sheckley. Conducted in 1981, it talks about his becoming fiction editor of Omni magazine, the science fiction community in New York City, and more.

As for fiction, we have that, too, of course. Fantasy from Joseph Payne Brennan and Aeryn Rudel. Science fiction from Larry Tritten, Frank Belknap Long, and a rare novel, The Green Girl, from Grandmaster Jack Williamson.

A big thanks to everyone who made the first 100 issues possible, including Acquiring Editors Michael Bracken, Barb Goffman, Paul Di Filippo, Darrell Schweitzer, and Cynthia Ward, staffers Sam Hogan, and Karl Wurf, and of course all our readers!

Here’s the complete lineup:

Mysteries / Suspense / Adventure:

“Wolfhound”  2023 by Bradley Harper [short story]

“Things That Go Bump”  2022 by Hal Charles [Solve-It-Yourself Mystery]

“If Only You Would Leave Me”  by Nancy Pickard [Barb Goffman Presents short story]

“The Lord Is My Shamus”  2012 by Barb Goffman [short story]

“The Downeaster ‘Alexa’”  2021 by Michael Bracken [short story]

Knock Three-One-Two, by Fredric Brown [novel]

Nonfiction:

“Speaking with Robert Sheckley” by Darrell Schweitzer [interview]

Science Fiction & Fantasy:

“The Smile Price” by Aeryn Rudel [Michael Bracken Presents short story]

“Exit Laughing” by Larry Tritten [short story]

“The Miniature Menace,” by Frank Belknap Long [short story]

“The Seventh Incantation,” by Joseph Payne Brennan [short story]

The Green Girl, by Jack Williamson [novel]

Until next time, happy reading!

—John Betancourt

Editor, Black Cat Weekly
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WOLFHOUND,
by Bradley Harper


CHAPTER ONE

March 5, 8 AM

Lieutenant Harrison, chief of the Baltimore Plainclothes section, occupied her swivel chair like an infantryman in a foxhole. Black, mid-forties, and roughly the same size and dimensions as her refrigerator, she didn’t go by the book; she was the book. Her dark oak desk was immaculate and pictures of her shaking hands with people in expensive clothes covered the wall behind her. She was giving her best impression of a smile which, to those who knew her, was more frightening than her customary scowl.

“Welcome to Plainclothes, Detective Ruiz,” she said to the short, slender Latina in front of her. “Making detective in six years is impressive.” Then her face tightened. “But don’t expect any special treatment.”

Harrison nodded at the pale, rumpled man to her left. “This is Detective William Worth, your training officer. He’s one of our more experienced detectives and as he’s currently without a partner,” she paused to give him a glare, “he’ll show you the ropes.” She gestured to an overweight man with thinning hair to her right. “This is Sergeant Bristol. He’s responsible for your squad. If you need anything, go to him.”

Bristol’s smile was less alarming. “Welcome, Detective. Fair warning, Worth has composed The Ten Commandments of Law Enforcement, which I’m sure he’ll share with you. Take them with a grain of salt. I hope you had a good breakfast because you two are gonna hit the ground running.”

“What’s it this time?” Worth said. “Someone steal the mayor’s dog again?”

“Probable kidnapping,” Harrison said. “That big enough for you?”

“Why would we handle a kidnapping?” Ruiz asked. “Isn’t that a federal offense?”

Harrison gave her a look that said if the Lieutenant were Darth Vader, Ruiz would be choking about now.

“Your first day on the job and you’re telling me protocol?” Harrison asked softly.

“N-n-no, Lieutenant,” she said.

“The Feds can’t send us an agent until tomorrow and the note gives the husband till midnight to pay the ransom. They’re giving us a hostage negotiator and IT support, so basically if we rescue the hostage, they take the credit, and if we don’t, we take the fall. Anything you care to add, Detective?”

“No, Lieutenant,” Ruiz said, studying the thick carpet.

“Good.” Harrison handed a copy of the note to Worth. “Husband’s in Interrogation Room 2. See what you can find out.”

Worth trudged out of the office, with Ruiz, head down, close behind.

Worth made a beeline for a large, battered coffee pot in the middle of the warren of cubicles, unaffectionately called the “Detective Farm.” Once he filled his mug, Worth turned to Ruiz and stuck out his free hand.

“Bill.”

“Maria.”

“I’m impressed, Maria. Really.”

“With what? I just got here.”

“Exactly. I’ve never seen a new detective piss off the Lieutenant that fast before. Hell, took me at least a week.”

Worth began filling his mug with a thick brown sludge as Ruiz looked around after grabbing the cleanest cup left.

“Uh, Bill? Is there any cream and sugar?”

“Learn to drink it black, and you’ll never be disappointed.”

“Is that one of your commandments Sergeant Bristol warned me about?”

Worth winced as he took his first swallow. “No, but it probably should be.” He handed the copy of the ransom note to Ruiz. “Look this over and tell me what you can learn from it.”

It didn’t take her long.

Pay what U owe b4 midnite tomorrow

Or never see your wife again

At the bottom was a local telephone number.

“He knows who did it.”

“And?”

“And… he can’t pay.”

“Exactly! Some loan shark is into him, and he can’t pay up or he wouldn’t have come to us. Assuming this is legit.”

“Why would he fake his wife’s kidnapping?”

“Most common reason? To kill her and get away with it. We’ll need to be sure his story checks out before we call in the cavalry.”

As they reached the interrogation room, Worth paused, hand on the doorknob. “Since I’m your training officer. I get to dispense wisdom and you, my young paduan, have to pretend it’s golden. Ready?”

She shrugged. “Can’t be any worse than the coffee.”

“That’s the spirit! Okay, this most recent adventure in the life of Maria Ruiz, girl—I mean woman—detective, proves both the fourth and ninth commandments.”

“Hit me.”

“Number four: never stand out. Sorry, but you’ve already broken that one.”

“Agreed. And number nine?”

“Never trust anyone above the rank of sergeant. Sergeants are usually happy where they are; they can still pretend to be cops. Once someone makes lieutenant, they want to make captain. Captains want to make major, and so on. It’s a disease.”

A rack on the wall beside the door held a folder with a copy of the complainant’s particulars. Worth read the sheet out loud. “Jerry Muldoon, age forty-five. Owns a used car lot. Says his wife went missing last night. A man came to his door with a ransom note. Can’t describe the courier except to say he had a big hat and spoke with an accent. Not much to go on.”

He turned to Ruiz. “You were a cop for six years before you came here. You know how to talk to a suspect. Let’s go back and forth with this guy, keep him off-balance. Ready?”

Ruiz felt her breakfast threaten to come up before taking a deep breath. “Ready.”

Worth opened the door and entered. Ruiz followed, looking around.

Interrogation room two was a claustrophobic space with a small aluminum table in the middle holding a tape recorder. On the far side, sitting on a battered folding chair, she saw a man in his mid-forties, dressed in a cheap suit and loud tie, He looked like the Devil was about to foreclose on his soul.

Worth slid into the chair opposite him. “Hello, Mister Muldoon. I’m Detective Worth, this is Detective Ruiz. We’ve been assigned your case. Tell us about it.”

Muldoon licked his lips. “I came home late last night and found the kitchen table knocked over. Susan, my wife, was gone. Just as I was about to call the cops, a man came to the door with the note. He left before I could ask him anything.”

“The note says you owe someone money,” Ruiz said. “Tell us about it.”

“I sell used cars. About six months ago, a man—Russian, I think—came to me and offered a stack of bills if I’d let him ‘borrow’ a car for a couple of days once a week without any paperwork. I figured what the Hell. I mean, who’s gonna turn down free money, right?”

“Interesting, but you didn’t answer my question,” Ruiz said.

“I’m getting to it.” Muldoon rubbed the back of his neck. “This sorta thing may happen to you every day but it’s new to me. Anyway, I decided to expand the business and well, my credit ain’t the best. I asked the Russian guy if he’d loan me a half-mill, and he delivered.”

“And now you can’t pay?” Worth asked. “What’d you do with the money?”

Jerry looked down at the floor. “I got a friend who works at the track. I’ve uh, made some bad investments there in the past, but he told me about one horse that was a sure thing. Odds were five-to-one. I bet it all.”

“I can guess the rest,” Worth said. “This Russian got a name?”

“Yuri.”

“Just Yuri?” Ruiz said.

“Yeah, just Yuri. It’s not like I ran a credit check on him, you know?”

“The number on the note. That his number?”

“Hell if I know. We did all our business face-to-face. He didn’t want any records and well, that saved me some paperwork.”

“And reporting the income.” Worth said.

“Describe him,” Ruiz said.

“Short, bald, with a bad temper. Always left vodka bottles in the car when he turned it in.”

Worth straightened. “When’s the last time he came in?”

“Couple days ago.”

“And he didn’t ask you about the loan then?”

“I, uh, thought it might come up, so I hid in the coffee shop next door.”

Worth shook his head. “Me and Detective Ruiz are gonna step outside for a minute. I’ll have the forensic artist come in to make a sketch of Yuri. Tell him everything you can think of.”

“You don’t think he’ll hurt her, do you?”

“Mister Muldoon, the only sure thing in this whole mess is what they’ll do to her if we don’t get there in time.”

* * * *

Outside, Worth nodded toward the room. “What a piece of work. Well, we didn’t sign on to only help boy scouts and little old ladies. Ask Sergeant Bristol to send us the forensic artist so we can see what this Yuri looks like. I’ll call dispatch to send a uniform to the lot to sort through the trash for vodka bottles. Maybe we can get a print.”

“You’re gonna make a friend for life having them go dumpster diving.”

“No worries. If it comes up, I’ll say it was the Lieutenant’s idea, though it does violate my sixth commandment.”

“Lying?”

Worth barked a laugh. “Hell no, we lie all day, every day. No. My sixth commandment is ‘treat street cops like people.’ We need them more than they need us.”

“Won’t the Lieutenant be pissed if she hears you blame her for it?”

“Lieutenants are angry all the time, this one in particular. It’s the price they pay for power.”


CHAPTER TWO

9:30

Worth, with Ruiz in tow, knocked on the frame of Lieutenant Harrison’s open door, folder in hand. She looked up, startled, and snatched off her reading glasses.

“I understand some vodka bottles I ordered arrived at the lab?” Harrison said, glaring.

“Yeah, about that…” Worth said, the coffee burning his stomach as he dodged the Lieutenant’s fiery gaze.

“Forget it.” Harrison said, “But in future, if you’re gonna use my name, at least tell me about it. Now, what do you have?”

“His story checks out so far.” Worth opened the folder, pulling out the composite of a bald man with big ears and a broken nose. “This is Yuri, the Russian contact who lent the husband a half-million dollars. That’s chump change to these guys—”

“But they’ll want to send a message. Got it. What else?”

“If we get lucky, one of the vodka bottles will have a print we can use to ID the guy, otherwise all we’ve got is the composite and the telephone number.”

“Which will be a burner, but as you say, it’s all we got.”

She turned to Ruiz. “Bring Muldoon in here. I need him to talk to the kidnappers.” Once she’d left, Harrison picked up her desk phone. “Record the next call out of this number, try to trace the location, and send the recording to me as an email attachment. It should be within the next five minutes.”

She stood when Ruiz returned with Muldoon, extending her hand. “I’m Lieutenant Harrison. I’m heading up the operation to get your wife home. Safe.” She handed him a copy of the ransom note. “I need you to call the number they gave you. When someone answers, demand to speak with her to make sure she’s alive.”

Muldoon swayed as though he’d just been gut punched, and Ruiz reached out to steady him.

“I’m sure she is,” Harrison hurried to say, “but that’s the reason you’ll give for the call.”

“You can do this, Jerry,” Ruiz said. He nodded.

Someone answered the phone on the second ring. “Meester Muldoon?”

“Yes. This is Muldoon. May I speak with my wife?”

“You have the money?”

“No. Not yet. I need more time!”

“No more time, but I let you speak with your wife, so you remember what you are buying.”

“Jerry?” a woman’s voice asked.

“Susan! Yes, it’s me. Are you alright?”

“Seapen, Jerry! Remember, seapen!”

There was the sound of a man’s voice shouting accompanied by loud smack.

“That was foolish, Muldoon. It will cost her. It will cost her more if you do not pay before midnight. The next time you call, it will be to arrange payment, or you never speak with her again.”

The line went dead. Muldoon slumped into a chair.

“My God, they’re ready to kill her… This is all my fault,”

No one disagreed.

“Focus, Mister Muldoon,” Harrison said. “Does Seapen mean anything to you?”

He shook his head, unable to speak.

Ruiz pulled out her phone, thumbs going full speed. “According to Google it’s a small marine animal.”

“Maybe it’s the initials for someone?” Worth said. “Like C double n Penn?”

Ruiz’s thumbs sprinted over the keyboard. “I found a portrait painter in Omaha and a hockey player in Montreal.”

“You’re not helping, Ruiz.” Harrison said. “Maybe it’s a gang name? I can ask the Feds about it.”

Ruiz cleared her throat. “Uh, Lieutenant, would you mind playing the call back?”

“Might as well.” She turned to her computer, found the email and attachment, and opened it. When the victim said ‘Seapen’ the first time, Ruiz stiffened. Harrison didn’t stop the tape in time before the sound of the blow to Mrs. Muldoon. Her husband rushed from the room.

“Where’s he off to?” the Lieutenant asked.

Worth leaned into the hall. “Bathroom.”

“While he’s out,” Ruiz said. “Could you replay it, this time with the voices suppressed and the background brought up? I thought I heard something.”

“Sure, Detective. I don’t think we can do any more damage.”

This time when the victim said ‘Seapen’, a ship’s horn could be heard in the background.

“She’s being held in the harbor,” Worth said, “probably a warehouse. There’s a lot of unused ones right now.”

“Great,” Harrison said. “There’s probably a couple hundred of them sitting idle.” She checked her watch. “And we’ve got less than fourteen hours to put together a task force and check every one of them.” She jabbed the intercom button on her desk phone. “Sergeant Bristol? Call in the troops, all of them. We’re going hunting.”


CHAPTER THREE

1 PM

The warehouse used as the staging area had twenty folding chairs filled with plainclothes officers, male and female, dressed as dock workers. Lieutenant Harrison, a large map of the Baltimore harbor behind her on an easel, faced them. To her right stood Sergeant Ramirez, SWAT team leader. Stocky, with a Marine-style haircut, he was dressed in a black tactical uniform and bullet-proof vest. To her left stood another man in a tailored suit. He sported styled, blond hair.

Harrison held up a picture of a young, bald man with a gold ring in his broken nose. “Fingerprints we recovered—” She gave a slight nod to Worth. “—identify this man as Yuri Kuleshov, an errand boy for the New York Russian mafia. He ain’t alone. I don’t know what New York Russians are doing down here, but they’re on our turf. Let’s show them they ain’t welcome, but be careful. They ain’t afraid of us… yet.”

She nodded to the well-dressed man to her left. “This is Doctor Philips, our hostage negotiator on loan from the FBI. We find our kidnappers; we talk first if we can.” She indicated Sergeant Ramirez to her right. “If the carrot doesn’t work, then we go with the big stick. No heroics. I want the hostage alive. You find something suspicious, you call it in, and we’ll take care of it from there. Any questions?”

A voice from the back called out. “Hey, Lieutenant! What does Seapen mean?”

“Figure that one out and you’ll get a day off, with pay!”

When the cheering died down, she pointed to the front row. “You’ll work in two-man teams. See Sergeant Bristol for your assignments.”

1:45

Their breaths steamed as they walked beneath a gray sky threatening to add more snow to the small patches still lingering from the last storm.

“You look pretty happy for someone who’s freezing her ass off.”

“It feels good to be back on the street after the orientation course.”

“So tell me, Ruiz, what made you become a cop? The snazzy uniform? If so, Plainclothes was a bad career move.”

“I came to the U.S. with my mom when I was twelve, after my dad died. I’ve got two aunts who were already here, and lot and lots of cousins.” She smiled. “I’ve got my own version of the CIA, ‘Cousins In America.’ Not much happens in my neighborhood I don’t hear about.

“Anyway, after I got here, I noticed none of the cops looked like me—mostly white dudes from the ’burbs, here for a few hours then back to their home. They were like great white hunters on safari to study the natives.”

“Well, they are unique.”

Ruiz punched him in the shoulder before continuing. “I live here. I go to the same hairdresser, the same nail salon as my neighbors. They tell me things they’d never tell an Anglo because I’m one of them.”

“I bet when you walk past mothers on the playground, they smile at you.”

“Yeah. So?”

“They were happy to see you because you made them feel safe. Street cops are guardians, like big shaggy sheepdogs.”

“Sheepdogs? Yeah, I like that. ‘Protect and serve.’ So?”

“Detectives are enforcers. We’re the ones they call when something bad happens, and no one, trust me, no one is happy to see us. No one pets a wolfhound. We look too much like the wolves.”

“Bullshit.”

“You’ll see.”

They passed a warehouse with a broken padlock. “The lock’s pretty rusty, but look here,” Ruiz said, pointing to the end of the broken hasp. “It’s shiny.”

“Yep.,” Worth said. “A week old at most. Guess we’d better check it out.”

“It’s why we’re here, right? Enforcing?”

“If you start calling me the Wolfman, we’re gonna have issues.”

They eased the gate open and, as they did, two middle-aged men in drab clothes and black stocking hats snuck into a side door.

“Did you see that?” Ruiz asked.

“I saw something. Not sure what.”

She lifted her map and squinted down at it. “This warehouse is marked inactive. Think we should call it in?”

“We don’t know enough.”

“You’re right. We need to check it out.”

“And how you gonna do that?”

“We need to look inside.”

Worth shook his head. “Bad idea. This seriously risks violating my first commandment.”

Ruiz braced herself. “I’m gonna hate myself for asking, but what is the first commandment?”

“The most sacred. Don’t get shot.”

“That’s a good one.” She crouched down and advanced, “But I’m going in anyway. You coming?”

Worth crossed himself. “I’m gonna do penance for this, I know it.” Then, grumbling beneath his breath, he followed Ruiz to the side door. It was ajar.

She peeked quickly around the door frame, then whispered, “Four men, one woman, sitting together in the center of the floor.”

“She look afraid? Tied up?”

“It was too dark to see clearly, and I didn’t want to expose myself too long. Should we call it in?”

“We still don’t know enough.”

“I guess we could go in and ask them, ‘Hey, we’re looking for some Russian kidnappers. That wouldn’t happen to be you, would it?’”

Worth ran his hand over his face. “That would definitely risk commandment number one.” He sighed. “Okay. Call it in.”

3:45

Lieutenant Harrison set up shop with the FBI man and SWAT commander behind an empty shipping container in the yard outside the building, while Ruiz and Worth sat inside the steel box out of the steady north breeze. SWAT slowly scanned the building with a pair of infrared binoculars.

“Warehouses have thin walls and not much internal structure,” he explained, “so on a cold day like today we can get a pretty good read on heat signatures inside. I confirm the report of five bodies on the floor in the building’s center.”

“They doing anything?” Harrison asked.

“Nothing now. Just sitting.”

“Can you tell which heat signature is the woman’s? Is she in the middle?”

“No, sorry. They’re too close in size for me to make a guess.”

The Lieutenant peered around the corner of the container and said nothing as she considered her options.

“Sounds like they got careless.” She turned to the SWAT officer. “How would you proceed?”

He smiled. “Nothing fancy. Stun grenades through the doors on both sides, then we rush ’em. We should have control of the situation within five seconds.”

Harrison looked around the corner again. “Do it.”

4:30

The assault went as planned, and in under five seconds SWAT officers with automatic weapons stood over five terrified homeless people, one lying in a puddle of fresh urine.

Harrison strode in, her Glock held high. She scanned the room, and her nose wrinkled as she holstered her weapon before wheeling on Worth.

“These look like kidnappers to you, Detective? Because if they do, we need to get you a guide dog.”

Worth stepped between Ruiz and Harrison before answering. “No, Lieutenant. They don’t.”

“Well, if the kidnappers didn’t know we’re in the neighborhood, they do now. If we find the victim dead and the bad guys gone, it’s your ass, Worth. Got it?”

“Got it.”

“Get out of my sight, and don’t waste my time again.”

Worth turned, not meeting Ruiz’s eyes, and she followed him outside, mute.


CHAPTER FOUR

5:30

They walked a while in silence, and as the sun set the chill off the harbor began to grow claws, finding every chink in their armor.

Finally, Ruiz cleared her throat. “Why’d you do it?”

“Do what?”

“Take the hit for me. I was the one who insisted on calling it in.”

“Two reasons. First, it was the right decision. Remember my ninth commandment about not trusting anyone above sergeant? Harrison was the one who decided to storm the beaches, not us. Once it turned out wrong, she had to find someone else to blame.” He shrugged. “I’m used to it.”

“And the second reason?””

“For the greater good.”

“What’s that mean?”

“Harrison already hates me, so I’ve got nothing to lose. You’ve managed to piss her off, sure, but everyone does sooner or later. You’ve still got a chance at redemption.”

They walked a while longer before Ruiz saw a café sign flashing up ahead. “Hey, how about a cup of real coffee and a slice of pizza, my treat? Then you can tell me all the commandments while we’re out pounding the bricks.”

He bowed slightly just as they reached the door. “Very well, my young paduan. The ways of the Baltimore Police Force are—”

A ship’s horn drowned out the rest of his reply.

Ruiz reached for the door handle. Then she noticed something odd about the café’s OPEN sign. The right side of the O flickered on and off, looking like the letter C half the time.

“Look,” she whispered.

Worth slowly turned and examined the sign. The O flickered, C then O, C then O.

“Not Seapen,” Ruiz whispered, “Muldoon’s wife said CPEN!”

They turned as one to the warehouse across the street. The padlock on the gate was nice and shiny, but there was a light in an upstairs window. A shadow briefly passed across it.

“Sister Mary Joseph,” Worth breathed. “This must be it!”

“Call it in, Worth. You’ll be a hero!”

He shook his head. “Nah. If Harrison sees it’s from me, she won’t answer. You do it. I wouldn’t know what to do with a day off, anyway.”

Ruiz took the radio and keyed the mike. “Lieutenant, this is Ruiz. I think you’re gonna want to see something.”

7:30

Lieutenant Harrizon and the FBI man sat in the café, behind the stuttering OPEN sign. He had a fancy camera with a wide lens, which he trained on the warehouse window while Ruiz, Worth, and the SWAT sergeant—an overcoat hiding his uniform—held court around the table.

“That was pretty slick, Ruiz,” Harrison said. “Maybe I shoulda assigned you as Worth’s training officer.”

Worth sat in silence, while Ruiz studied her shoes. No answers there.

A face passed by the window. The camera went into overdrive, snapping ten shots a second before the face disappeared.

“That wasn’t Yuri,” Doctor Philips said. “Let’s see what my crew at the field office can tell us.” He connected the camera to his laptop and sent the images on their way. “Let’s hope he’s in the database. Meanwhile, I’ve got the layout of the building here.”

He turned the computer so the screen faced the group. Pulling a collapsible pointer from his shirt pocket, he indicated each area as he described it.

“We’ve got a large open area downstairs. I doubt they’re using that space, too likely for a passerby to see them.” He clicked a tab and the upper floor appeared.

“It’s only half the area of the ground floor and there’s an open area where the stairs come up, then a small office in one corner.” He jerked a thumb toward the window across the street. “Up there. That’s probably where they’ve got the hostage.”

“How long before we get an ID on the…”

The laptop pinged.

“About this long,” the FBI man said.

“Must be nice to have a real IT system and people who know how to use it,” Harrison said.

Philips spun the computer around, opened a message, then an attachment, and after a long pause whistled softly before sharing the screen with the others. There was a surveillance shot of a large man with a jagged scar across his left cheek and columns of fine print underneath.

“Name’s Piotr Kuleshov,” Philips said. “An enforcer for the Russian mob in New York. Suspected in the murder of rival gang members and people who welched on debts to their loansharking operation.”

Philips tapped the final entry with his pointer. “His victims were found mutilated. His psych profile isn’t encouraging.”

“That’s hardly a surprise,” Harrison said. “What does that mean to us?”

“He’s unlikely to negotiate. If he feels cornered, he’ll probably put a gun to the hostage’s head and try to force his way out.”

As Harrison turned to him . the SWAT leader grinned and cracked his knuckles.

“Looks like you’re up,” she said. “I won’t cry if you have to take out some bad guys, but I want the hostage alive. Do your reconnaissance and come back to me with a plan.”

“Got it, Lieutenant,” he said. Rising, he strode off, his infrared binoculars hanging from his chest like Rommel.

The waitress came up, Latina in her mid-thirties with dangly jewelry on both arms, wiping her hands on a bar rag. “Time to settle your bill. We close in ten minutes.”

Harrison pulled out her badge. “I’m gonna have to ask you to stay open a bit longer. Police business.”

“Bullshit, officer. You need more coffee for your Police Business, you can go to the Seven Eleven down the street. I’ve been on my feet all day.”

“May I speak with the manager?”

The waitress barked a laugh. “You’re looking at her. The boss took off ten minutes ago and left me in charge to close.”

“Por favor, Señora.” Ruiz said. “Hay una mujer sequestrada allá.” She pointed to the warehouse across the street. “Pido tu paciencia.”

“Those Russian pendejos? I knew they were mala noticia when they walked in here, acting like they owned me.” She sighed. “Vale. Treinte minutos más. I gotta clean up in back anyways.”

“Well done,” Harrison said. “You should buy lottery tickets. You’re on a roll.”

“Thanks, Lieutenant. I could probably talk her into another half hour, but that would be about it.”

“Then let’s hope that’s enough.”

Harrison’s radio squawked, and when she saw it was from SWAT, turned up the volume so everyone could hear.

“I got good news and bad news, Lieutenant.”

“Hit me.”

“Good news, I count six heat signatures, four on the second floor sitting in a circle. Looks like they’re playing cards. One in the small office, stationary. Probably our hostage, and heat means she’s still alive.”

“Four plus one equals five. I assume number six is a problem?”

“You guessed it. A single body on the ground floor beside the back door. A lookout. If he alerts the guys upstairs, things could go south real fast.”

“Okay. I see the problem. What’s your solution?”

“A sniper shot would break the glass, so that’s out. We gotta get him to open the door.”

Harrison turned to Dr. Philips. “You talk to bad guys all the time. Any ideas?”

He shrugged. “Maybe if I had his cell number I could call or text him, try to talk him down. But if I just walk up, he’s likely to start shooting or at least notify the people upstairs.”

Ruiz cleared her throat.

“Yes, Detective? Any bright ideas?”

“I was just thinking of something my grandfather told me about fighting in the Korean War.”

Harrison raised an eyebrow. “Hardly the time for a war story. What’s your point?”

Ruiz looked at the waitress wiping down tables. “He said that the best way to defeat your enemy was to make their weakness your strength. I could borrow an overcoat and heels from the waitress and pose as a working girl. That way, the lookout won’t see me as a threat and maybe I can get him to open the door…”

“What makes you think the waitress has a change of clothes?”

“A Latina with all the jewelry and no wedding ring? She wouldn’t be caught dead in her uniform and flats outside of work.”

“How about a distraction once SWAT gets inside?” Worth said. “We could get the husband to call the kidnappers before they make their assault.”

Harrison looked at him like the furniture had just spoken, then nodded. “That’s not a bad idea,” she admitted before thumbing her radio. “Ruiz will help you get past the lookout. Once your team is inside, let me know. We’ll call them to cover your noise.”

“Understood. I’ll thumb the mike three times. We’ll begin as soon as the phone rings.”

Harrison looked at Ruiz. “Talk to the waitress. The closer to midnight we get, the antsier the kidnappers will become. I’d like to start Operation Streetwalker as soon as you’re ready.”

Worth looked at Ruiz. “Hell of a first day.”

Once everyone else left, Doctor Philips picked up his cell. “Hello, Mike? Philips. Send the PAO to this address ASAP, along with two or three reporters they trust to keep it quiet. The locals are about to rescue a kidnapping victim with our help, and a little publicity couldn’t hurt. Thanks.”


CHAPTER FIVE

9 PM

Ruiz shivered behind a stack of pallets fifty yards from the back door. She was dressed in a bright red overcoat, red heels, and whatever else was on a Need-to-Know basis. Beside her huddled Worth and the SWAT sergeant.

“If you can get the sentry to step out of the door,” SWAT said, “I’ve got a sniper with a tranquilizer gun ready to send him to La-La land.”

“Got it. I’ve got a Plan B, just in case.”

Worth didn’t seem to know what to do with his hands, reaching for her shoulder one moment, then jerking them back. “You sure you want to do this? I mean, you try to get me killed, but I like you. Commandment number eight is: ‘A good partner equals a good life.’ Besides,” he said with a shrug, “not many people can stand me for long.”

“Is that why the Lieutenant assigned me to you? Because you didn’t have a partner?”

Worth looked away. “Something like that.” He looked back at her with a half smile. “They said I talk too much.”

“You ready?” SWAT asked.

Ruiz started to nod, then clutched her stomach, spun around, and threw up all over Worth’s shoes.

“Oh my God, Bill! I’m so sorry,” she gasped, her face suddenly gray.

Worth studied his shoes, then looked up at her. “Nerves will do that.” He shrugged. “I’m glad you skipped the pizza.”

She laughed weakly and wiped her face. “Uh, Bill. Got any breath mints?”

“No, Maria. Got any shoe polish?”

Her smile strengthened, and she turned back to the SWAT leader.

“I guess I’m ready.”

He pointed to the door. “Once we neutralize the lookout, I want you to stay there and cover the exit. I don’t want you to get caught in the crossfire.” He winked. “Too much paperwork.”

And with that, Detective Maria Ruiz lurched forward on six-inch stiletto heels, sauntering in her most seductive fashion, to protect and serve.

9:10

The night wind ran right up the waitress’s overcoat, and the lack of anything but Victoria’s Secret underneath did nothing to block the chill. Between her nerves and the cold Ruiz wasn’t sure she could talk without her teeth chattering.

There he was, a skinhead with a broken nose rubbing himself to stay warm. Must be Yuri, she thought. Figured the low man on the totem pole would get guard duty while everyone else played cards upstairs. As she approached the door, she saw the glow of his cigarette. It grew brighter as she drew near, showing his leer as he surveyed her.

He stuck his head out the door. “Go away, seester. I’m working.”

“I understand Señor. I’m working too.” She said in a breathless Spanish accent, flashing him before snugging the front closed again. His cigarette flamed. “Maybe I give you my card,” she continued, “so you can call me later, yes?”

“Da, I mean, yes!” he said, extending his arm while staying inside. “I show you why Vodka better than Tequila.”

There was no clear shot for the sniper, especially in this poor light, so Ruiz went with Plan B. She reached into the coat pocket and extended her arm, palm down. Just as her arm was straight, she fired the taser. Yuri jerked twice before falling to the ground.

She bound his wrists with zip locks. “I’m Puerto Rican, cabrón,” she said through clenched teeth as she dragged him clear of the door. “I drink rum.”

The SWAT team materialized out of the dark, the sergeant in the lead. He handed her a Glock and whispered, “Good job. Stay here.” Then the five of them slipped inside.

Ruiz peeked around the corner and watched as they and grouped themselves at the bottom of the stairs. Once all was ready, the sergeant keyed his mike three times.

9:20

Piotr Kuleshov was happy. He was winning at cards, and soon he’d get to show the locals what happened to those who didn’t pay their debts. Baltimore was new territory, and it would be good to show he meant business early on. He was looking forward to midnight when the phone rang.

“Da?” he said, moving to the window to get better reception.

A noise made him turn. He stared as a stun grenade sailed into the room. Instantly, he dove behind a sofa just as it went off. There were screams as it flattened the other three men.

“Police! Get Down!” voices cried.

He peered around the corner of the sofa. SWAT cops swarmed through the door, falling on his three fallen friends as their leader stood over them, scanning the room. Piotr drew his pistol and came rushing out from behind the sofa, making for the stairs when the SWAT sergeant leaped in front of him.. They collided and went tumbling down the stairs, locked in battle, cursing in three languages.

Piotr landed on top, but the click of a chambered round made him pause. He looked up and saw the muzzle of a Glock inches from his head, then he noted the bare legs behind it. He gazed past the barrel up at her and made a kissy face.

“Try to look up this coat,” the woman said, the barrel rock steady, “and you’re a dead man.”

* * * *

The SWAT sergeant got up and rolled Piotr onto his stomach before attaching cuffs. “Thanks for saving my ass, Ruiz,” he said. “Next time I need to neutralize a lookout, I’ll think of you.”

“Next time, it’d better be ninety-two degrees in the shade,” she replied, shivering.

Lieutenant Harrison and Worth walked up, the lieutenant smiling broadly as she watched kidnappers marched to waiting squad cars. She pulled out a large folding knife and handed it to Ruiz. “I knew SWAT would have their hands full with the bad guys, so I asked them to save you the honors. Let’s go upstairs and meet Susan Muldoon.”

* * * *

Susan was seated with her back to the door, so Ruiz called out as she entered the room. “Relax, Mrs. Muldoon, it’s over.”

Once they were face-to-face, she removed the gag, saying, “I’m Detective Ruiz.” She nodded to the rest of the delegation. “This is Lieutenant Harrison, who headed up the rescue operation, and Detective Worth.”

The woman’s eyes were red and there was a spreading bruise on her left cheek, but she otherwise seemed fine. Once the gag was out, she said, “Boy, am I glad to see you!”

Ruiz and Worth exchanged a look before she turned the knife onto the ropes binding the wrists and legs. “Thank you. I get that a lot.” Once the bonds were cut Ruiz pointed to the bruise on Mrs. Muldoon’s face. “You get that for the hint?”

“Yeah. The head guy didn’t like it. He took some time explaining what he’d do to me if Jerry didn’t pay.”

“How’d you explain seapen?”

“I said it was the name of the boat we took on our honeymoon.”

“That took some nerve. You ever want to be a cop, I’ll help you fill out the paperwork.”

She scowled. “No thanks, detective. Being Jerry’s wife is adventure enough.”

Lieutenant Harrison extended her hand. “Mrs. Muldoon, congratulations. It took a full court press to get to you in time, and Detective Ruiz was instrumental in your rescue. She’s the one who figured out your clue.”

“Thank God for that, it was all I had to work with. That Russian guy… the way he smiled at me.” She began trembling, and put her face in her hands as she began to cry.

Jerry Muldoon rushed in and knelt beside her chair. “Susan! Thank God! I was scared stiff!”

She raised her head and gazed at him for a moment, before slapping him, hard enough to be heard downstairs. “Worry about yourself, Jerry. It’s what you do best.”

At that tender moment Philips walked in. “Mr.and Mrs. Muldoon, I’m Doctor Philips with the FBI. We’re prepared to offer you entry into the Witness Protection Program if you’re willing to testify.”

“Of course, we’re willing to testify! That son of a bitch was gonna make a rug out of me!” She glared at her husband, sprawled on the floor. “Right, Jerry?”

“Yes, dear,” he mumbled, rubbing his face.

Her anger at her husband seemed to fortify her, and as she and Jerry were being escorted out, she turned to Philips. “Just one request. I want a separate room.”

“Can do, ma’am, and Jerry, I hope you don’t roll back the odometers on your used cars. Our boys would like to see the ones your Russian friend borrowed.”

9:45

Once the FBI man departed with the Muldoons, Harrison turned to Ruiz. “Helluva job today, Rookie.”

“Uh, thanks, Lieutenant, but there’s something I need to tell you.”

“In a minute. I’m putting you in for a commendation, and as of now, you’re a full-fledged detective. You no longer need a training officer.”

“Thanks, Lieutenant, but I need to let you know, it was me who called in the homeless people. Not Worth.”

Harrison’s scowl returned. “You stood there without saying anything while I reamed him out in front of everyone?”

“Yes, Lieutenant.”

Harrison’s jaw clenched as she processed. “You let Worth take a hit for you and said nothing. Then you waited until you saved the day before telling me the truth, figuring all would be forgiven. That about it?”

“Yes, Lieutenant.”

“You got brains, or you wouldn’t have figured out the clue. It took guts to go up against the sentry in your underwear. But you let a teammate down, and that’s chickenshit in my book.”

“It wasn’t her idea, Lieutenant,” Worth said, “I was responsible for her.”

“Shut up, Worth. It’s too late for you to show me your redeeming qualities.” She gazed at the two of them a moment longer. “The commendation’s still going in, but forget about the day off, and since you now get a partner, it’s Worth. No one else wants him, anyway, and no sense in giving you someone else to screw over.”

She turned to go, then looked back at Ruiz’s bare legs. “And for God’s sake, get some clothes on! You’re making me cold and distracting the boys.”

* * * *

Lieutenant Harrison walked through the warehouse yard, now full of police cars with flashing lights. At the far end, she saw a man in an expensive suit talking to two reporters, the lights of their cameramen providing a vivid image of an earnest public servant.

“Tonight,” the FBI’s Public Affairs Officer intoned, “a brutal kidnapping was brought swiftly to a happy conclusion by the joint efforts of the FBI field office here in Baltimore and the local police.”

Harrison looked away. Was it time to start smoking again?

* * * *

After Harrison stormed off, Worth stuck out his hand. “Welcome to plainclothes, Detective. Can I still call you paduan?”

“Only if I can call you Obi-Wan.” They headed for the stairs as forensic techs began photographing the room.

“One thing I don’t understand, Bill. If Harrison’s so pissed at me, why is she still putting me in for a commendation?”

“Ah, paduan, I see you still have much to learn about the ways of the BPD. A commendation makes the section look good.”

“Ah. Which makes her look good.”

“Now you’re catching on. Oh, and at the ceremony, you must obey my tenth commandment.”

Ruiz groaned. “I can’t wait.”

“Whenever you shake hands with a politician, be sure to wash them afterwards.”

“My hands, or the politician?”

When they reached the café, Worth asked, “How did you convince the waitress to stick around and let you borrow her clothes?”

“It was easy. The Russians violated Mama Ruiz’s Second Commandment.”

“Which is…?”

“They didn’t tip.”

* * * *

Later, as Worth drove to the station with the heat and blower on max, Ruiz huddled in the front seat with her hands glued to the vent.

Worth cleared his throat. “I have to ask.”

“Yes, Obi-Wan? What is it?”

“What’s Mama Ruiz’s First Commandment?”

“One I’m glad I followed today.”

“Come on, the suspense is killing me!”

Ruiz made a sound somewhere between a laugh and a shiver. “Always leave the house in clean underwear.”


[image: ]

THINGS THAT GO BUMP,
by Hal Charles

As Casey Simmons stepped onto the porch of her sister’s newly-purchased Victorian home, she was happy the heavy rain soaking Clement Crossing for the last week had let up. Ruth was so proud of her new house that she was willing to ignore the leaky roof, the damp cellar, and even the rumors that the run-down structure was haunted.

“Sis,” the tall redhead said as Casey entered the foyer, “glad you could make it. I can use your help with the decorations.”

Always the hostess-with-the-mostess, Ruth had planned her own housewarming party—with a twist: she had invited friends to spend All Hallows Eve with her. Casey was impressed with the makeshift tombstones and other decorations that filled the parlor off the foyer. “Looks like you’re off to a good start.”

“Halloween is tomorrow, and I want everything to be just right,” said Ruth. “But, Sis, I’m a little worried.”

“About what?” said Casey as interest built up in her.

“Well, you know the rumors about this house,” said Ruth. “I think the only reason I got it so cheap was that everybody but Simon Morrison was scared off. He seemed really upset when I outbid him.”

“Come on, Ruth, you don’t believe all those stories. You could afford this place because it needs work, lots of work.”

“That’s what I thought until earlier this week,” said Ruth. “Then the noises began.”

“What sort of noises?” said Casey, knowing her sister to be a practical, no nonsense individual.

“Low groans, like someone in pain. I was reading in the study, trying to take my mind off the terrible weather when they started.”

“Could you tell where they were coming from?” said Casey.

“This is an old house, and any noise echoes all over. I checked around but found nothing, no loose shudders or drafty doorways.”

“There must be some logical explanation,” said Casey.

“Maybe Karl was right,” said Ruth. “Maybe I should have bought that bungalow over on High Street. He warned me that a house like this one could cause all sorts of problems.”

Realizing that Ruth’s boyfriend was the type who always had to be right, Casey said, “You don’t think Karl could have anything to do with the noises?”

“I wouldn’t put it past him, but he’s been out of town on business all week.”

“Have you heard the noises tonight?” said Casey.

“Not a sound,” said Ruth, “and it’s been real quiet since the rain stopped. I was sure you’d hear them.”

Suddenly remembering her younger days when Halloween was her favorite holiday and she and her friends loved the tricks even more than the treats, Casey said, “Every year the town has its share of pranks around Halloween. Perhaps some kids just want to scare the haunted house’s new owner.”

“I don’t think even the most die-hard prankster would venture out in the weather we’ve had the last few days,” said Ruth. “And I’ve been careful to keep the place locked up tight.”

“Didn’t you say Simon Morrison was upset when you outbid him for the house?” said Casey.

Ruth nodded. “Gossip has it that our local developer had plans to turn the property into a strip mall or some such.”

“So if you developed a case of the heebie-jeebies—”

“You’re making this sound like one of those Scooby-Doo mysteries where the evil uncle or the unscrupulous businessman conjures up a ghost or monster to scare off people so he can procure the property.”

Just then a clap of thunder shook the house, and the sisters heard rain begin to pelt the windows. “Glad I made it inside before the deluge,” said Casey. “We’d better get to work on those decorations.”

After they had spent some time in the parlor, Ruth said, “Listen. There it is.”

A low groan echoed through the house. It stopped for a few minutes then started again.

Smiling, Casey said, “I’m afraid the rumors of a haunting are all wet.”

Solution

Realizing that the “groans” came only during the heavy rain that had visited the town that week, Casey reasoned that they were made by a sump-pump installed in the old house’s cellar to keep it from flooding during excessive rainfall. A quick check confirmed her suspicions, allowing Ruth to hold her party with peace of mind.
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IF ONLY YOU WOULD LEAVE ME,
by Nancy Pickard

The problem with being married to a nice man who adored you was that you couldn’t divorce him without looking like a jerk. “Why?” her mother would ask her if Melinda actually did it. “Did he have an affair? Did he hit you? Was he verbally abusive? Did he gamble? Was he addicted to something? Alcohol? Drugs? Leon has always seemed just wonderful to me. I thought you two were doing fine! This is so sad. Your dad thinks the world of him. I do too. Has he done something to deserve this? He’s even improved since you married him. I’ve never seen the likes of it. I just can’t believe you’d leave such a nice man who clearly loves you! Is it because you don’t have children yet?”

The incredibly frustrating answer to each of those questions that could be answered by yes or no was, “No,” a definitive, wildly irritating, honest, desperate, “No.”

He hadn’t done anything to deserve it.

He didn’t have any goddamn faults; he was too good for faults.

My God, he even did his own laundry.

Well, there was one major fault that he couldn’t correct.

She couldn’t say it to other people, though. That would be terrible of her to actually confide to anybody, and especially to her parents or to his. His! They thought she was perfect for their perfect son. How could she say, “He’s the world’s worst lover.” She couldn’t. Never ever. She thought too highly of him to hold him up to that kind of embarrassment. He was far too decent a human being for her to blame a divorce on the missionary position.

It wasn’t as if she hadn’t told him, asked him, encouraged him.

He’d tried, kindly person that he was.

But his heart wasn’t in it, not any more, not even to please her.

His heart was stuck in slam, bam, thank you ma’am, as if he’d turned into a 1950s advertising salesman with too much “respect” for his wife to bang her like he banged his secretary. Only, there was no secretary, just like there was nothing Melinda would call sex. Once every ten days. In bed. Under the covers. He hated doing it without sheets over them. “I feel so silly,” he’d admitted sweetly, “with my butt stuck up in the air.” She’d offered to point her butt to the ceiling, instead, but he’d looked so shocked that she’d let that go too. Oral sex was out of the question. The mere phrase oral sex made his face go all ew. She wondered if he was gay and either didn’t know it or was still hiding it. In this day and age! Good grief. If he was gay, she would gaily support him and set him free.

She’d buy the condoms! She’d be their flower girl!

Please figure out you’re gay, she thought. Often.

Counseling was out because she didn’t actually want to save their marriage. She’d given up. Plus, a counselor was sure to ask, “Did you know this before you married him?” No, she could honestly say. But Leon was different then; they’d had sex between the appetizer and the entrée back then, between dessert and coffee—to say nothing of between the sheets.

He’d liked it.

It was all the fault of the First Community Church of God. When she thought about how her agnostic husband had suddenly gotten religion, Melinda wanted to push his face into a baptismal font. Oh, God—speaking of which—if only he’d have an affair so she could catch him. With a man, with a woman, with a pony, she didn’t care, just so long as he cheated and gave her a socially acceptable, thank God, reason to leave him. Maybe she was too caught up in what other people thought, but jeez, why should she have to go through life feeling condemned for leaving a nice man?

* * * *

Leon had hoped he could out-sweet her.

His wife loathed ooey-gooey pudding-mouthed people, especially sweet-talking, compliment-throwing men.

“You’re always so nice, Leon,” she’d said recently, in a tone in which she had also said, “Yuk. Our trash bin is sticky!”

He thought he was making progress.

Any day now she was supposed to get so fed up with his smarmy efforts to please her that she wouldn’t be able to take it anymore and would leave him for a ruder, lazier man.

There was only one place he didn’t try to please Melinda. She loved sex.

Before marriage, they’d done it three times a night sometimes. Definitely three times a week, usually more. Surely, she’d go insane any time now with his every-ten-days regimen, soon to drop to every two weeks if she didn’t get with his program.

He was surprised she didn’t suggest marriage counseling. “Church?” she asked, dumbfounded when he’d told her he was going.

Church was his excuse for the change in him from loose and thoughtless to zipped up and punctilious. Church wasn’t where he’d met the beautiful young choir director, Staci, but it was where he’d followed her, a smitten lamb trotting along after her wagging tail.

There was nothing like naked sex in a bell tower.

Far enough away from the bells not to go deaf; close enough to reverberate like a couple of tuning forks and ring out hallelujah.

He couldn’t leave his wife. Melinda had to leave—abandon—him, her perfect husband. Her parents had given them as a wedding gift a million-dollar house. Leon wanted a For Sale sign on it, and a check made out to him, which he wasn’t going to get if she found out who chimed his bells.

* * * *

“There’s something you’re not saying,” Melinda’s mother accused her. “You spend too much time with your dad and me, instead of with your husband. What’s going on?”

“Nothing’s going on, Mom.”

“Well, there. That’s your problem. Marriages need something going on, all the time, that third thing.”

“What third thing?”

“Any third thing. A shared passion for a sports team. Competitive checkers.”

Melinda snickered.

“You laugh.”

“I do laugh. Checkers?”

“It doesn’t matter what it is, it only has to be something you both love and want to do together! Camping. Fishing. Politics. Crossword puzzles. Building ships in bottles.”

“You and Dad don’t have a third thing.”

“Of course we do.”

“What?”

Her mother smirked.

“Stop! Anyway, there’s nothing wrong between Leon and me.”

“Have you ever gone to that church with him?”

“God, no.”

“Well, do it! He’d probably appreciate it.”

“He’d think another woman had taken over my body.”

But she decided to surprise him. Make one last-ditch effort to save the damn thing. Their marriage. Slip into a pew beside him. See if it turned him on to convert a heathen like her. She supposed that if it made their sex go back to being what it used to be she might not mind staying married to him, even if she had to get her own head baptized to do it. In fact, if she could combine a man who kept gas in her car with a man who never ran out of gas, she might create the perfect spouse.

“You never know,” her mother predicted. “Try it.”

* * * *

Melinda didn’t go with Leon that Sunday to the First Community Church of God. Instead, she slipped into his pew at the last minute to surprise him, which she certainly did, to judge by his double take of a reaction. It nearly made her laugh out loud. She briefly laid her head on his shoulder, to lay claim, so the people behind and beside them wouldn’t think a woman he didn’t know had moved in for the kill on a handsome man.

Leon was handsome, no question about that.

In his best suit—his Sunday suit, she could hardly believe it—he looked sharp and put-together.

The minister spoke, from down on floor level, in front. “Good morning!”

“Good morning!” the congregation chirped back at him.

“Welcome friends, and welcome strangers whom we’d love to get to know! For those of you who are here for the first time, let me tell you that in some churches they begin by standing and greeting the people all around them with a handshake. In other churches, they start with hugging each other.” Someone in the congregation groaned, and a few people laughed. “But here at FCCG, we start with what we believe everybody needs most desperately in this life. Will you each please stand if you are able and turn to a person near you, and say, ‘I forgive you.’”

“What the hell?” Melinda whispered to Leon.

Nevertheless, she stood, turning quickly toward the elderly woman on her other side.

“I forgive you,” the woman said, clasping both of Melinda’s hands and gazing sincerely into her eyes.

For some reason, that brought a lump to Melinda’s chest. “I forgive you too,” she found herself saying. Oh, why not? she thought. The woman had lived a long life; surely there was something she couldn’t stop regretting. It wouldn’t kill a person to try to make her feel better about it.

Everybody then turned to the person on their other side.

“I forgive you,” Leon said, looking annoyed, she was startled to see.

“For coming here?” she asked him.

It hadn’t occurred to her that maybe Leon wanted this place to himself, alone.

Maybe he wanted some relief from being always at her beck and call, even when she neither becked nor called. If that were the case, then she’d have to keep coming back. Up to this point, she’d merely wished for him to leave her; she hadn’t been proactive. Maybe that was a mistake. Maybe she needed to push him along toward the door. If Leon simply, selfishly refused to give her reasonable grounds for divorce, she’d have to irritate him to death.

She could do that. She sensed she’d be good at that.

“You have to say it too,” he said testily.

“You don’t do anything for me to forgive!”

She tried not to sound pissed off about it, but his slight smirk made her right hand itch to slap him.

She escaped saying she forgave him because by then it was the turn of the people in front and behind them to pardon her. Melinda felt herself getting into the spirit of the thing. “I forgive you!” And you! What had these people ever done in their lives to look so eager to wipe it clean? Did they speed, not the allowable five, but all of six miles an hour over the legal limit? Horrors. Did they blow their autumn leaves onto their neighbors’ yards?

It seemed to help, though.

Melinda felt purged of the guilt of desiring to leave a nice man.

She felt inspired by her plan of action: divorce by irritation.
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