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THE CAT’S MEOW
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Welcome to Black Cat Weekly #15—I hope you enjoy our holiday cat cover!

The magazine is coming more sharply into focus, as our acquiring editors spread out through the mystery and science fiction fields and bring new stories to our lineup. This issue, we officially welcome Cynthia M. Ward to the editorial staff. She comes bearing a gift—Nancy Kress’s excellent science fiction story, “The Art of War.” 

Darrell Schweitzer was supposed to be back with his second acquisition this week (a comical Esther Friesner tale) but there were problems with the text and I’ve made a last-minute executive decision to push it back an issue or two, while it’s being fixed. I’ll slip in a replacement from my own backlist, another entry in my “Slab’s Tavern” series of fantasy bar stories.

Barb Goffman and Michael Bracken have acquired a pair of original tales for us. First, Barb presents “The Importance of Being Urnest,” by Eleanor Cawood Jones. Then Michael selects “Romeo and Isabella” by John M. Floyd. Great stories, both. Thanks, everyone!

Here’s the complete lineup:

Mysteries / Suspense / Westerns

“The Writing Workshop,” by Janice Law [short story]

“Romeo and Isabelle,” by John M. Floyd [short story]

“Secret Santa,” by Hal Charles [Solve-It-Yourself mystery]

West of Quarantine, by Todhunter Ballard [novel]

“The Importance of Being Urnest,” by Eleanor Cawood Jones [short story]

“Dr. Kreener’s Last Experiment,” by Sax Rohmer [short story]

Science Fiction & Fantasy

“Serendipity,” by Larry Tritten [short story]

“The Art of War,” by Nancy Kress [short story]

“Well Bottled at Slab’s,” by John Gregory Betancourt [short story]

Forever We Die! by Stephen Marlowe [short novel]

Until next time, happy reading!

—John Betancourt

Editor, Black Cat Weekly
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THE WRITING WORKSHOP,
by Janice Law Trecker

“Just to recapitulate, gentlemen. Last time we discussed ‘finding your topic’ and ‘writing what you know.’ I trust you’ve been thinking along those lines. Yes, Tommy?”

“Pharmaceuticals,” he said.

“Excellent. And timely. Timely is good. Martin?”

“Insurance.” He gave a little smirk.

“Insurance is maybe tougher but can be, can be.”

“At the right price,” he said. “Especially health insurance.”

There was general laughter at this and I had to admit that insurance was timely, too. The suggestions went around the room, and, as so often, I remembered my own time in a writing workshop, the never-to-be-forgotten, two-day “So You Want to Write Mysteries” program sponsored by our local university. I think I can say that workshop changed my life, that everything that has happened subsequently unfolded from those classes.

You probably find that incredible. Teaching rarely obtains the respect great art deserves, but I often think back to those two days when the secrets of the business were first opened to me. I pass them on now, and I’ve discovered an unforeseen aptitude for teaching—even with less than promising students.

Finding Your Topic, Developing Your Voice, Mastering the Classic Plot Structures, Keeping the Action Going, Snappy Dialogue, A Touch of Atmosphere: I get nostalgic just looking over the syllabus and remembering a summer day with college girls in light dresses and tiny shorts passing beyond the windows, leafy shadows drifting across the floor, our instructors defying the heat at podium or board.

They all had funny stories about odd characters destined to appear in their novels, contretemps with editors, or the disasters of the dreaded (and longed for) book tour. I hung on every word, although I already had a few short stories published locally and a novel under my belt—where, alas, it remained, despite encouragement from both professional and amateur readers.

I already knew how to do Snappy Dialogue and the importance of adding A Touch of Atmosphere, never mind Keeping the Action Going. What I wanted was The Secret of Publication and, voila, on the last afternoon I got it.

Destiny, surely, because I nearly cut the class to make an early start home. The instructor, gray, fat, and self-assured, had done A Touch of Atmosphere earlier without really exciting my interest. But she was well published, and the wrap up session seemed like the best place to ask the question that was on my mind and on, I suspect, the minds all the other attendees: how do I get published? I put up my hand.

At first she gave the standard answers: write a good book, learn to sell it and yourself, network, network, network. Then, in almost a throwaway line, she solved my dilemma. I can still see her sitting at the instructor’s metal desk—alone of all the presenters she never hefted her considerable bulk from the seat. She had protruding blue eyes behind big glasses with red frames, more than the start of a whisker, an unfortunate haircut, and an even more unfortunate permanent. Her jowls moved when she spoke and, though it was against state law and university policy, she chain-smoked throughout the session and dared anyone to object.

Yet this frumpish sibyl foretold my future in one sentence. “Of course,” she said as the session was winding down, “you’ve got to find a sympathetic editor. You can write a terrific book, best in the world, but if you don’t find the right editor, forget it.”

“And how do you find the right editor?”

“You keep trying and looking and sending stuff out. That’s all you can do. You can hardly knock them off and replace them.”

I joined the laugher in the room.

“Though editors,” she added, “can be among the lower life forms.”

More laughter. We exited on this note to sunshine and Frisbee throwing undergrads and, in my case, to what was going to be a whole different life than my current one as office manager for a big septic system installer.

* * * *

I didn’t realize that immediately. I wrote another novel, incorporating everything I had learned about Finding Your Topic, Developing Your Voice, Mastering the Classic Plot Structures, Keeping the Action Going, Snappy Dialogue, and A Touch of Atmosphere. The book was good, too, and I think I can say without contradiction that my knowledge of septic systems and the excavation of drain fields added an unusual dimension to the plot. I sent it off with high hopes and, after a handful of rejections, I secured, I thought, the interest of a famous editor.

I went to New York to meet him. I sometimes wonder if everything would have been different had I remained in Connecticut and conducted the whole business by email and phone. But I went in person, seduced by the glamour of the New York publishing business, the charm of meeting a real editor, the cachet of venturing ‘into the city’ on editorial business.

Not, as it turned out, the best idea. The editor, Simmons Loftus III, famous and experienced, was craggy of feature and cranky of demeanor, handling half a dozen extraneous matters during our brief meeting. Though he conceded that my work showed talent, he concluded by regretting that I had misinterpreted his letter of encouragement: There would be no contract.

I was stunned. I had incautiously let it be known that I would be arranging for the publication of my novel. In addition to disappointment, I was so angry and humiliated that I could not immediately face the train home. Instead, I wandered around midtown, passing stores of every shape, variety and price; little sandwich kiosks and white cloth restaurants; offices, seedy and shiny; posters and billboards and ticket outlets; energetic sidewalk vendors, fanatic evangelists, and bored souls handing out ads for clubs, for bargains, for services of every imaginable sort.

I went far enough so that I realized I would have to take the subway back to Grand Central, and, without realizing it, I entered the same station that I had exited so hopefully earlier in the day on the way to see “my” editor. Down the dirty stairs with a flood of workers, school children, shoppers with bags, mothers with strollers; through the turnstile, down another flight and over to the downtown line. Anxious not to miss the express back to Connecticut, I pressed close to the edge, determined to be first into the car.

A light down the tunnel, a roar, and a draft of hot air, and then, among the crush to my left, a tweed jacket, a craggy profile, a briefcase no doubt full of favored manuscripts –“my” editor. The train was almost upon us, its light like a Cyclops eye, when I swung my hip like a hockey player and knocked Simmons Loftus and all his numerals onto the line.

A scream, a screech of brakes, a thud, white sparks.

“Someone’s fallen!” I shouted and my surprise was genuine. I had been standing there, admittedly full of anger, and then, like a spark from a Leyden jar, light and action and a deafening, unintelligible roar. Only half conscious of what I was doing, I stepped backwards into the crowd and momentarily found myself at the stair, still thronged with descending passengers. Behind me, emergency personnel rushed back and forth along the platform, and a voice from somewhere in the furthest reaches of the Bronx urged calm over the P.A.

I joined a group turned back from the platform by an alert subway policewoman and went complaining up the stairs with the rest. Out onto the street, a clear sky was darkening over the skyscrapers, and I made my train in time.

When I left Metro North at my stop, the now toxic glamour of Manhattan’s towers and its dark subway tunnels was replaced by green lawns and suburban cars. I was in another life, and I could read the accounts of Simmons Loftus III’s tragic tumble with something like indifference.

Death by misadventure seemed to be the opinion, and I couldn’t help coveting Death by Misadventure for a title. I felt I’d earned it. Still, the moment on the platform might have remained an anomaly, a moment in a parallel universe, if I had not received a letter two months later from Loftus’s successor who “really liked my novel” and who had “decided to take a chance” and offer me a contract.

The book came out a year later—Underground. Perhaps you’ve read it. It did all right but would have done better with a stronger editor, who was better able to push for resources and publicity within the firm—something for future consideration.

Still the success, even modest as it was, led me to think that crime pays, and there was another benefit; I’d expanded my range. Write What You Know is the first law of composition, and I could now say I knew homicidal anger and the surprise of violence and the way emotion discharges in unforeseen ways. My next novel was praised for its “psychological realism,” and I began writing stories with a darker tint.

I liked them a lot, but I still couldn’t crack the best anthologies. Another long time editor of great eminence and set opinions blocked my way. I met him at a cocktail party soon after my second novel came out. He was a jolly, pompous chap who knew everyone and called all his favorites by their first names. He talked to me while scanning the crowd and nearly knocked me flat when he lunged for someone of greater celebrity.

No joy there! Unfortunately for him, he was a sailor with a little ketch anchored at a Connecticut marina. I’m always surprised that people trust themselves to wave and water when there’s so much that can go wrong: leaks and engine failures and erratic signals. He ventured out one day before a storm and had the misfortune to lose his engine just when the winds made sailing impossible and he needed horsepower the most. A real shame.

There were questions raised, as he was known to be meticulous about keeping the boat in repair. The mechanic who serviced the engine swore it had all been in order, and subsequently it was discovered that someone – the beloved ‘person or persons unknown’—had tampered with the fuel line.

There was a good deal of outrage at this, although from a professional point of view, I’m sure he’d have been fascinated. I certainly was. And talk about A Touch of Atmosphere! There is something about fog as the old gothic writers knew full well. Mist rising off rivers and inlets, the warning horn in the distance, the soft plash of a kayak paddle, the scrape as it comes alongside a moored sailboat. Yes, one can go a long way with A Touch of Atmosphere, and I soon found that I was introducing river and ocean scenes and working up the effects of light through water vapor.

I felt something else, more reprehensible but understandable, I think, quite understandable: a certain joy in a job well done. That the famous anthologist was replaced by a hot younger writer who was no more susceptible to my oeuvre than her predecessor was annoying but not as devastating as you might imagine.

Instead of stewing about wasted effort and neglected stories, I began devising little scenarios of doom for her. Some of the more fanciful eventually made their way into print with titles like Death Under Pressure (catastrophe in a car crushing plant) and Mourning Becomes Her (a strangling in the Civil War era).

That was when I really mastered the Classic Plot Structures. It is, as I often tell my class, a matter of relating your own interests and motivations to a sturdy formal structure. And, though I don’t often mention this, the experience of plotting someone’s demise in reality has a powerful and salutary effect on one’s literary development. It really does.

But let us not neglect Anthologist the Younger. I certainly did not. Those of you with intellectual penetration will have noticed my preference for accidents. Chance rules our lives, and a certain amount of flexibility about outcomes seems to me only wise. I set to studying my new target in earnest.

This was an urban woman—no boats, no foggy mornings along the river, no slippery marina docks. The concrete jungle then? But no. She lacked vices that I could discover, possessed a fine address, and had a habit of calling taxis—no hot subway tunnels for this lassie, either.

I was forced to place my hopes on the perils of fitness. I’d seen her photos and, even adding ten years (and who but the very young publishes an up to date author picture?) I guessed this was someone who exercised. Perhaps she ran (lonely park roads beckoned) or swam (a multitude of watery possibilities) or worked on the weight machines (my mechanical fingers twitched).

Fortunately, she had a blog, convinced, as so many are, that the world was waiting for such ephemera as the tantrums of her hairdresser, the death of her Yorkie, her opinion on the best pizza in NYC, or her recipe for elderberry wine. I had a nostalgic moment thinking about Arsenic and Old Lace and the possibilities of poison, when I noticed an entry on pink running shoes. And, better yet, her ambition to run a half marathon. This meant training. And training meant opportunity!

With the improvements in my literary fortunes, I found myself in the city fairly often, and I formed the habit of buying street food and lunching in the park before strolling back to the train through her neighborhood. I spotted Anthologist the Younger a couple of times, groceries or flowers in hand, and I can assure you her photos were at least twenty years old. But fit, I could see that. So a runner, who trained early? Late? I needed to find out, and I booked hotels for a couple of weekends.

Every one of us has a weakness—I often discuss the importance of character flaws in my class. Even the super hero—or, increasingly to modern taste, the super heroine—needs a flaw, little touch of ordinary humanity or, at least, some habit that makes them vulnerable. Hers was a taste for early morning runs. Fog and mist after all; my heart rose as I made my plans.

What allows you to hang around a park without arousing comment? Exercise of some sort was the obvious possibility, but I detest unnecessary exertion. I acquired a pair of binoculars, added a Peterson’s bird guide, and set out for an early morning ramble.

From then on it was a matter of Keeping the Action Going, as you can read in my novel Tripwire. A very neat job, both in the park and on the page, so to speak. I do believe that Anthologist the Younger marked a turning point in my life, the moment when I moved from action for the sake of my career to action for its own sake. I think so.

As I am sure this particular class would tell you, action on the page cannot compete with action in real life, where plot and action and atmosphere cohere, producing not just One’s Own Voice but the imprint of one’s whole self. Perhaps you can understand how action became irresistible, even as my growing success made it unnecessary.

And then, a mistake. I admit, a mistake. A slick new mystery magazine began with a singularly obtuse editor. We’d exchanged heated emails and then words at a mystery writers’ conference. Two mistakes, in truth, which I shortly compounded with a third. I put her under close surveillance, a preliminary move, you understand, strictly preliminary, that nonetheless led to an incident and my present situation.

Though loath to correct anything connected with the never to be forgotten So you Want to Write Mysteries syllabus, I’ve decided another topic is needed: Keeping the Boundary, as in the boundary between fantasy and reality. I think I shall add that to this course, perhaps calling it the Limits of Mystery. Perhaps I shall.

“Tommy?” Where was I, oh, voice, as in Developing Your Voice. I realized that Tommy had been reading for a few minutes. “Just the last few lines again,” I said.

“So he says to me, he says, ‘I’ll tear your head off, sucker.’ And I says, ‘I got an answer to that,’ and I plugs him with the .38.”

Which, though it omitted some of Tommy’s more vigorous adjectives, captured his voice very nicely. “Good pulp style,” I said, and I was set to elaborate before I saw the guard make the time sign as through the reinforced glass of the door.

“That’s it for today, Gentlemen. Next week, Classic Plot Structures.”

Their folding chairs scraped and rattled, steel door clanked open, and we exited single file toward the cells, as good an illustration as you’re going to get, I think, of my additional topic, The Limits of Mystery.

ABOUT THE AUTHOR

Janice Law is an Edgar nominated and a Lambda award winning novelist, as well as short fiction writer whose stories appear in AHMM, EQMM, BCMM, and Sherlock Holmes Mystery magazine. Her most recent novels are Mornings in London (mysteriouspress.com), and Homeward Dove (Wildside Press) and she will have a story in the upcoming Best Mystery Stories of   2021. Visit her web site: www.janicelaw.com


ROMEO AND ISABELLE
by John M. Floyd

Pete Nolan smoothed his lapels, tugged on the knot in his tie, pressed the fancy doorbell, and waited. Moments later a small white-haired lady opened the door. On her lined face was a look of mild curiosity; in her right hand was a walking cane.

“Ms. Florence Allen?” he said. “My name’s Nolan. I work for Aultmann Insurance.”

She studied him carefully. “And…”

“Well—I understand someone tried to break into your home the other night.”

She smiled, her eyes as blue as the autumn sky behind him. “That’s overstating it a bit. What happened was, someone threw a rock through my window.”

“Here on the first floor.”

“That’s right. I called your company to report the damage, and they saw to it right away. Commendable, I thought.”

Nolan hesitated, choosing his words. “Do you have any enemies, Ms. Allen? Anyone who could’ve done this?”

“Not that I know of. Just kids, I imagine.”

“Yes, but…it could’ve been a break-in attempt.”

“Not if you have barred windows. The rock came in between the bars, young man—a robber can’t. Unless he’s even skinnier than I am.”

Nolan nodded patiently. “Even so, I’ve been told to do a reassessment. Your homeowner’s policy with us covers all household goods and valuables.”

Another smile. “I see,” she said. “And I’m sure you know my net worth, don’t you.”

He didn’t, as a matter of fact. But he had a pretty good idea. The house, the focal point of a sprawling estate, looked like an antebellum mansion. “It’s in our files, yes, ma’am.”

For a while neither of them spoke. As they stood there a gray cat eased into the doorway, curled itself lovingly around the old lady’s ankles, and then wandered back inside.

Finally Nolan said, “Let me put it this way, Ms. Allen. You’re alone here—”

“My pets and I,” she said.

“Yes, you and your pets are alone here, and if there were a robbery, you’d have a lot to lose. Which means we, as your insurer, would have a lot to lose.” Another pause. “I’m sure you understand.”

“I suppose.” She backed up to let him step inside, then shut the door behind him. The room was a long and impressive entrance hall. “Now let me ask you something, Mr. Nolan.”

“Of course.”

“After you drove up just now…I saw you talking with someone, inside your car.”

“Yes. I was.”

“And it looked like my nephew, Oliver Caldwell.”

“You’re right,” Nolan said. “Ollie asked if he could ride here with me.”

“Why would he do that? My nephew and I haven’t spoken for the past five years.”

“So he told me.” Nolan cleared his throat. “I probably shouldn’t have brought him, Ms. Allen. He told me he wasn’t welcome here. But he said he wanted to see the lake again.”

She sighed. “Yes, he always liked the lake. He spent a lot of time here, as a boy.”

“And…”

“And has stolen from me, on several occasions. Oliver has stolen from others as well.”

Nolan hesitated again, then said, “He told me he’s through doing that kind of thing.”

“I hope so. Oliver’s lazy as his mother, rest her soul, and meaner than his daddy.” She seemed sad a moment, then gave Nolan a piercing look. “How do you two know each other?”

Nolan stared back at her. Instead of answering, he said, “Do you suspect me of something, Ms. Allen? Do you think your nephew and I have come here for some dark purpose?”

“Let’s just say I’m not as trusting as I used to be.”

He nodded. “I can’t say I blame you.” He took a deep breath and let it out. “Ollie and I went to school together. We happened to bump into each other this morning, downtown.” He paused. “If I’ve done wrong, in bringing him… I sincerely apologize.”

She seemed to give that some thought, then waved a hand. “What’s done is done. As long as I don’t have to talk to him.” She drew herself up a little straighter. “So. What exactly did you come here to see, or do, or ask?”

Nolan took out his cell phone. “Do you mind if I make a few notes?”

“On your phone?”

“It has a notes feature. I type them in, like texting.”

She shrugged. “If you like.”

He took a moment to look around the room. Another cat had appeared, and seemed to be watching him. And he noticed, for the first time, a fuzzy dog on a pallet near the end of the hallway and a hamster in a cage off to the left. Pets indeed. Plenty of them.

At last he said, “Can you tell me who else has a key to your front door?”

“Only I have a key. And I seldom use it.”

“Excuse me?”

“I rarely go out, Mr. Nolan.” She smiled at the cat and said, “My little friends and I are happy right here. So I seldom use the key, and people don’t come in unless I let them in.”

A telephone buzzed quietly, on the hallway table. Ms. Allen ignored it, and after the fourth buzz an old-fashioned answering machine kicked in and asked the caller to leave a message. A bright female voice said, “Hello, this is Brittany with Tropical Cruises. You have been chosen to receive a discount on our exclusive vacation package…”

Nolan and Ms. Allen remained silent until the monotonal recording ran its course. “Sorry about that,” she said. “This is my only landline phone, and I long ago turned the ringer volume down because I never answer it anyway. My few friends know to call my cell—I’m not sure why I even keep this one.” She refocused on him and added, “Where were we?”

“You were telling me no one comes in unless you let them in.”

“That’s correct.”

“You must have housemaids, gardeners, maintenance staff. What about them?”

“Anyone who comes in,” she repeated, “is admitted by me, and me alone.”

“Personally?”

“You mean do I stand here like this, and open the door for them? Sometimes. But in all cases, the door is activated by voice commands. My voice.”

“I’m not sure I understand…”

“Six months ago I hired Zandervelt Electronics to install a system by which I can control, through spoken instructions, my lights, TV, heating, air, and so on. And my outside doors.”

“Can you show me?”

“Of course.” Raising her chin, Ms. Allen said, “Isabelle, lock the front door.”

Behind him, Nolan heard a CLICK.

Then: “Isabelle, unlock the front door.” Another click. He watched the door ease open, in a smooth arc. Slowly Ms. Allen moved past him, used the end of her cane to push the door shut again, and told it to lock. Once more the mechanism clicked.

She faced him as if to say, Satisfied?

He wasn’t. “What’s to prevent someone else from using that same command, to gain entrance?” he asked. “From outside?”

“Two things. First, the system responds to my voice only. Second, the doors can’t be opened that way from outside—the sound sensors are mounted on this side of each door.”

“Then how do you open it when you’re outside?”

“With my key,” she said.

“And, again, you are—”

“The only one who has a key.”

He nodded thoughtfully. “What about your valuables?”

“What kind?”

“Any kind. Cash, stock certificates, jewelry, anything worth keeping and guarding.”

“Most of that’s in my safe, upstairs.”

“Can we take a look?”

“I suppose so.”

Ms. Allen stumped down the hallway and past a wide staircase to a set of double doors that slid open automatically. Motion sensors, Nolan thought. After they stepped aboard the elevator she said, “Isabelle? Second floor.”

Moments later the doors opened and he followed her, phone in hand, into another hallway and around a corner to a vast library. Two cats he hadn’t seen before scurried out of their way, along with a chihuahua that looked like a skinned rat. Ms. Allen stopped and pointed with her cane to a gray metal square tucked into a wall of otherwise floor-to-ceiling bookshelves.

“Could you demonstrate it for me?”

Amusement twinkled in her eyes. Watching him, she said, “Isabelle, unlock the safe.”

The sound this time was quieter, the click more muted. The safe door eased open an inch or so and stayed that way. Moving carefully, Ms. Allen made her way there, pushed it shut, and said, “Isabelle, lock the safe.” This time he barely heard it.

“Isabelle?” he asked.

“Yes. She’s sort of a high-end, all-powerful Alexa. The installers of the system allowed me to choose the name myself. Isabelle Walcott was a bridesmaid at my wedding.”

Suddenly Nolan frowned. “Was it okay for me to say the name aloud, just now?”

“Yes. I told you, she responds only to me.”

“She?”

“It, I suppose. I think of it as she.”

Nolan squinted, deep in thought. “What if…what if someone recorded your voice and edited your words together into a command? Could that be played back to fool the system?”

“No. It would detect the difference in inflections and cadence. It’s foolproof.”

He noticed something, and frowned. “All these windows in here are open.”

“Yes. I like it that way, in the spring and fall. These aren’t barred like those on the first floor, but the ceiling down there’s so high these windows are twenty feet off the ground. There’s no risk, unless a wasp flies in. Besides, I close them at night.”

“You mean Isabelle closes them.”

“Yes. When I tell her to.”

“Actually, I wasn’t thinking about risk from entry,” he said. “I was thinking, what if you stood too close to one of those open windows, spoke your command to the safe, and someone outside recorded the entire command? No editing required.”

This time she was the one frowning. “Recorded it how?”

“I don’t know, maybe with a long-range listening device. One of those big parabolic-microphone things. Someone could be out there on the lawn, or at the edge of the woods.”

“I know what you mean—I own one of those. My late husband bought it for me.”

Nolan grinned. “So you could spy on your neighbors?”

“I guess I could’ve, if we had neighbors. I used it to listen to distant birdcalls. Although I admit he was a devious man, my husband.”

“Was he a spy?” Nolan was only half joking.

“He was a politician. My point is, I’m never standing near those windows when I speak the phrase to unlock the safe. And now that you mention it, I’ll make it a point not to.”

Before Nolan could reply, he heard a great fluttering of wings behind him, and whirled to see a huge white bird emerge from the hallway and glide past him to land in an open cage on the far side of the library. On its head was a white plume as long and full as a feather duster.

“That’s Romeo,” Ms. Allen said.

Nolan was still a little shaken. “Is he a parrot?” The damn thing was big enough, and had the same kind of beak—but Nolan had thought parrots were colorful.

“Cockatoo,” she said.

“Don’t the cats bother him?”

“They and Romeo seem to have an understanding.”

“Ah.” After a pause Nolan said, “Aren’t you afraid he’ll fly out one of the windows?”

“Why should he? Everything he wants is right here.”

That makes two of us, Nolan said to himself. Now that he’d seen the safe he was having trouble keeping his eyes off it. He could feel his heart thumping in his chest.

Then another sound interrupted his thoughts. A loud, splattering, pulsing noise like that of an automatic car wash. Nolan jumped as if poked with a cattle prod.

“Sorry,” she said. “That was Romeo.”

He turned to look at the cockatoo. “Are you serious?”

“Yes. He likes to imitate the washing machine. He uses the staircase to fly back and forth at night, but in the daytime he stays mostly downstairs in the laundry room.”

“Listening to the washing machine,” Nolan said.

Ms. Allen nodded. “Sounds just like it, doesn’t he?”

* * * *

Five minutes later Pete Nolan—real name Dwayne Perry—joined Oliver Caldwell on the footpath beside the lake, a hundred yards south of the house. Perry was a little irked to have had to come fetch him, but Oliver seemed unfazed. And in no hurry to leave.

“You were right,” Perry said. “Strange lady, your aunt Florence.”

“I saw her peeking at us through a window as we got out of the car. Did she ask how you and I know each other?”

“Yeah. I told her we went to school together.”

Oliver laughed. “True, in a way. We were both in the same carpentry class, in prison.”

“I neglected to mention that. I wish I had neglected to bring you with me.”

“Like I told you, I wanted to see the place.” Oliver was gazing at the lake, his face wistful. Perry remembered what the old woman had said about her nephew’s childhood. After a moment Oliver said, “Is there really a Pete Nolan who works for Aultmann Insurance?”

“I doubt it. Pete Nolan was one of the trail hands in Rawhide,” Perry said. “I like old Westerns.”

“What if she had phoned the insurance company, to see if you were legit?”

“You said your contact told you she didn’t like using the phone. I trusted you.”

“As you should’ve,” Oliver said. “The main thing is, did you get what we need?”

Perry glanced up at the house. He thought, just for a second, he could make out Romeo’s white feathers through one of the open windows of the library. “I got it, right here on my cell. I recorded her commands to unlock the front door and also to unlock the safe.”

“And you heard the call I made, on her answering machine?”

“Yep. The timing was just right. Came through clear as a bell.”

Which was something they’d both been worried about. Oliver had recorded the cruiseline robocall a few days ago on a burner phone and had been concerned about the voice quality if he called his aunt and played it back for the answering machine they’d been told was in the entrance hall. But to Perry the test run had sounded fine. One more item checked off the list.

“As long as she doesn’t hear it ring,” Oliver said, “when we do it for real. She won’t, right? She’ll be asleep in her bedroom upstairs, and you said the only landline’s on first floor—”

“She won’t hear it. It buzzes, doesn’t really ring.”

“What about the answering machine? Doesn’t it record incoming calls?”

“That’s no problem,” Perry said. “We’ll just take the tape with us when we leave.”

“Yeah. Okay.” Both of them stayed quiet a moment. “Now the only thing is, what’ll the cops think, afterward? When she finds the safe empty and tells them what she told you—that the front door and the safe can only be opened on command, and by only her voice—they’re going to suspect exactly what we’ve done. And she’ll tell ’em I was here today.”

Perry shook his head. “I’m the one they’d suspect. And I used a false name.”

“But I’m from here, and you’re not. The cops know me.”

“So what? You could say you never saw me till today. We already discussed this—”

“Yeah, and it’s still a problem,” Oliver said.

“Not anymore. Things won’t get that far. When they take a close look at all this, there’ll be a logical solution to what happened, and it won’t have a thing to do with you or me.”

“How do you figure that?”

Perry grinned, and this time there was none of Pete Nolan’s friendliness in the smile. “I agree that your little housemaid contact fed you some helpful information—”

“Like the name of the insurance company. Damn right it was helpful. She also did a good job throwing that rock through the window last week, to set all this up.”

“I told you, I agree. But there’s one thing your contact didn’t tell you. Or if she did, you’re stupid enough to have missed it.”

“What’s that?”

Perry looked again at the library windows. “The old lady has a cockatoo,” he said.

“What?”

“A big white bird, named Romeo. And—get this—he imitates sounds that he’s heard.”

Oliver frowned. “You mean, like, voices?”

“Maybe. I don’t know. But some sounds, for sure. Like the washing machine.”

“The what?”

“Doesn’t matter,” Perry said. “As soon as she tells the cops about the voice-controlled doors and such, and they see the cockatoo, you know what they’ll assume.”

Now Oliver was grinning also. “They’ll think the bird did it. They’ll think it gave the command, in her voice, to open the front door.”

“Right. Inflections and cadence be damned—the idea of a parrotty-looking bird that repeats what it’s heard will be what they latch onto. They’ll think he not only unlocked the front door but the safe too. When she opened it for me awhile ago, it stood ajar an inch or so before she closed it. For all the cops know, the damn bird could’ve given the command to unlock the safe door days ago, maybe weeks ago, and she just never noticed it was open. I mean, she’s old, right? Probably forgetful too. Picture this: When the break-in—actually more of a sneak-in—took place, the thieves went upstairs and found, to their amazed delight, an already-open safe.”

“And these lucky burglars,” Oliver said, “just happened to try her front door on the very night that it just happened to also be standing wide open?”

“Yeah, that’s stretching things a bit, I know. But hey, stranger things have happened.”

Oliver let out a long breath. “I hope the local cops believe in coincidences.”

Perry fell silent, studying his former cellmate. “Tell me something, Oliver. You’re her only relative, right? Why do this at all? Why don’t you just wait until she croaks, and inherit the place, and the money too?”

Oliver barked a laugh. “Haven’t you been listening? She cut me off years ago, Dwayne, way before I went to jail. Her fortune’ll probably go to the ASPCA, or local pet shelters.”

“Well, I’m just saying, we could always back out. So far this has just been planning and preparation. No crime’s been committed.”

“Then maybe,” Oliver said, “it’s time to commit one.”

“You mean, like, soon?”

“I mean like tonight.”

* * * *

Just after two a.m. Dwayne Perry and Oliver Caldwell, now dressed in dark sweaters and jeans, parked Perry’s Ford Focus in a clump of woods half a mile from the Allen property and jogged the rest of the way. They circled the house once to make sure all lights were off and no cars were about, then crept through a carpet of fallen leaves to the front door. Perry watched as Oliver punched Ms. Allen’s landline number into his burner phone and held Perry’s phone up beside it. When the call went to the answering machine Oliver pressed a key on Perry’s cell that played back the words Perry had recorded the day before. “Isabelle,” Ms. Allen’s voice said, “unlock the front door.”

Neither Oliver nor Perry heard anything through the door—not even the buzzing of the phone moments earlier—but the spoken message must’ve gone through to the answering machine, because the door clicked once and swung open.

The two burglars wasted no time. They hurried into the house and silently followed Perry’s flashlight beam up the wide staircase and through the open door to the library. They saw no dogs or cats, which was no surprise to Perry. He’d already figured Ms. Allen would keep them with her inside her bedroom. Only Romeo was there to keep them company, flapping his wings occasionally in his open cage but otherwise staying quiet.

“Is that him?” Oliver whispered.

“Yep. That’s our alibi,” Perry said.

Oliver, still holding Perry’s cell phone, fast-forwarded the recording awhile and then pressed PLAY again. This time Ms. Allen said clearly, “Isabelle, unlock the safe.” The safe door immediately obeyed the command and Perry leaned forward to pull it all the way open.

Inside was just what they’d hoped to see: bundles of cash, stacks of stock and bond papers, and open containers of glittering gold-and-diamond jewelry. Propped in front of all that, though, bright in the glow of Perry’s flashlight, was a small notecard bearing a handprinted message:

HELLO, OLIVER. I SEE YOU HAVEN’T CHANGED YOUR WAYS.

For a long moment the two men stood there, stunned, peering at the card in the safe. Only then did they hear the deep, calm voice behind them in the room.

“End of the road, boys. You’re under arrest.”

Oliver looked at Perry and said, “I sure hope that was Romeo.”

Slowly they turned, hearts in their throats, to stare into the blinding beams of more flashlights.

“You can’t see it right now,” the voice continued, “but there’re three guns pointed at your heads. Get your damn hands up.”

Someone flicked a light switch, and Perry saw three lawmen standing there with weapons drawn. Behind them, dressed in a housecoat, was Ms. Allen. “Aunt Florence,” Oliver said dazedly.

Within seconds Sheriff Bud Garnett and his two deputies had handcuffed the squinting suspects and confiscated both cell phones. While Perry stayed silent, his mind reeling, Oliver dully asked the cops how they’d arrived so quick, and so quiet.

“We been here awhile, waitin’,” the sheriff said. “Your aunt told us this past afternoon she was expectin’ unwelcome visitors tonight. We parked our cars inside the barn.” He turned to Ms. Allen. “You got anything to say to these idiots ’fore we take ’em in, Miss Florence?”

“Just one thing.” Stonefaced, she looked at Perry. “You were right about those directional microphones, young man. But they work both ways.” She nodded toward one of the now-closed windows. In front of it, mounted on a tripod, was something that hadn’t been there earlier. It looked like a small satellite dish, pointed south toward the lake. Beside it were a pair of headphones. “Haven’t used that stuff in years,” she said. Perry groaned aloud.

“What was it you said to Oliver yesterday, on the footpath?” she asked him. “‘They’ll think the bird did it’?” She shook her head. “Shame on you.”

Perry still couldn’t seem to make his brain work. Glumly he asked, “Why did you suspect us? Because I’d brought Ollie along? Because I didn’t take any notes on my phone, after I said I would?”

“You mean how did I know to find my equipment and listen in on you, after you left?”

He nodded. Beside him, Oliver was waiting, too, for her answer.

“Let’s just say I’m not as trusting as I used to be.”

All of them seemed to ponder that for a moment. Then, as the sheriff was steering the two burglars toward the door, Romeo let out a rumbling, squirting, pounding, whooshing racket that lasted a full fifteen seconds. Everyone except the old woman stood frozen.

“What was that?” Sheriff Garnett blurted.

Ms. Allen, smiling, said, “I think that was the rinse cycle.”
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SECRET SANTA,
by Hal Charles
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Lou McMahan could feel the old juices starting to flow as she stepped into the rec room of the Glades Towers, where she had been living since her retirement as a detective with the Harbor City Police Department. Julia Evans, the manager, had asked her to stop by before she left to spend the holidays with her daughter’s family in Atlanta.

“Lou,” said Julia, almost running toward her, “you’re not going to believe what happened.”

“Why don’t you settle down a bit and tell me.”

“You know about the problem with the television set?” said Julia excitedly.

Lou nodded. “The wide screen over the fireplace breathed its last a few days ago.”

“And, as I told you, after I checked at the local appliance store, I realized with my budget I couldn’t afford to replace it.”

“Well,” said Lou with a chuckle, “I guess we’ll be watching a lot less TV in the rec room. Better sharpen my bridge skills.”

“That’s why I asked you to drop by this morning,” said the beaming Julia. She held up an envelope stuffed with cash. “I found this on the mantle below the television set this morning. The envelope contains the exact amount, including sales tax, that I need for the wide screen.”

“You’re kidding,” said Lou.

“And he left a note that said ‘Happy Holidays, Santa.’”

“You said ‘he.’ How do you know our Santa was a man?” The investigator in Lou started to emerge.

“After I found the envelope, I checked with Hector, and he said he saw a tall man in a long overcoat leaving the rec room around dusk.”

Lou laughed. “Our maintenance man is about 5’4”; everybody looks tall to him.”

“Actually, Hector called the man a giant, and said he walked funny.”

Lou scanned the room, where she spotted a handful of residents who hadn’t left the complex yet to join their families. Quickly eliminating the females, she focused her attention on the three men who sat near the fireplace laughing as they flipped through what appeared to be a scrapbook or photo album. “Are those three the only male residents still around?”

Julia nodded. “The Three Musketeers they call themselves. I feel a little bad for them since they’re the only residents who won’t be visiting relatives for the holidays. But at least they have each other.”

Realizing that the Secret Santa had to be one of the residents since only they would know the exact cost of the TV and have access to the rec room, Lou did a quick rundown of what she knew about each one.

Sam Cohen was the proverbial “life of the party,” always laughing and spinning stories to entertain his friends. He had a reservoir of tales since he had spent a lifetime with the circus, traveling the world before finally settling down at the Glades.

Sam’s best friend, Marty Culross, had taught high school political science for 30 years. Since retiring, he had put in countless hours volunteering his financial acumen to help Harbor City seniors with their taxes.

The third Musketeer, Sid Devereaux, was somewhat of a puzzle. He had always kept his past pretty much to himself, leading everybody to dream up stories involving spies and lurid adventures. Of course, Sid claimed what he called “plausible deniability.”

None of the Musketeers was above average height—certainly not a “giant” among them—and Lou had never noticed any displays of wealth from the trio. Since no crime had been committed, she probably should have left the benefactor’s identity in secret. But her investigator gene wouldn’t let her.

Walking toward the men, Lou suddenly remembered something from the 4th of July picnic earlier that year. She picked up the album the Musketeers had been enjoying and flipped through the pages. About halfway through, she spotted the picture and realized who the Secret Santa was.

Solution

Lou remembered that Sam Cohen’s circus career had included several stints as a clown with one of his specialties being walking on stilts. At the 4th of July picnic Sam had his picture taken in costume towering over the other picnickers. Realizing Lou was on to his generosity, Sam asked her to keep his secret which she gladly did.


WEST OF QUARANTINE,
by Todhunted Ballard


CHAPTER 1

The combination immigrant train of the Kansas, Texas and Southern labored its way through the blinding spring rain in a valiant effort to reach Dexter Springs before the whole uncertain roadbed should be washed from under its spinning wheels.

On both sides of the right-of-way the broken bluffs above the raging river were the only sign of solid ground. All the rest of the wind-lashed landscape had vanished beneath the surging course of the swirling flood waters, and the small, bell-stacked locomotive sprayed waves from its wooden cowcatcher as it forged forward, in constant danger that its firebox would drown out.

Inside the rattling coaches it was almost as damp. The train was already eight hours late and the wood for the heating stoves had long since been dissipated. The immigrant women huddled their crying children and themselves in shawls, hungry and cold and hopeless, already thoroughly disillusioned with this new bleak and barren land.

Joel Zeeman, the conductor, checking nervously through the train, halted beside Bruce Powell’s seat, feeling the need to talk to someone he knew and someone who would understand the gravity of their situation.

“I tell you, Major,” the little conductor removed his uniform cap and wiped his high forehead, “I never saw it so wet. The whole state is going to wash away if it doesn’t stop raining. It’s been pouring steadily since we left the Kaw, and it will be a miracle if we ever pull into the Springs.”

Bruce Powell laughed. He was a man who laughed easily, although there had been little to provoke laughter in his life. He had worn a uniform at thirteen, and he had seen a beaten army surrender before he was twenty-one. The raw impulsiveness of his youth had been veneered by years of careful discipline and training, yet through it all he had managed to keep his balance and his perspective.

Even the hopeless drudgery of war and the empty bitterness of defeat had not marked him too deeply. He still had a full-bodied zest for life, although he schooled it better than did his elder brother, and this schooling made men misjudge him at times, thinking that he was more serious than he really was.

He was calm now, and his laugh was friendly. “Cheer up, Joel,” he said. “This is not the first time it’s rained in Kansas, and let’s hope that it will not be the last. Your train’s crowded tonight. How many women you got aboard?”

The conductor returned his cap to his head. “Near a hundred and twenty,” he muttered darkly, “and there’s twice as many hungry younguns. I swear, Major, seems everyone heading west has more children than livestock. The Lord knows how they’ll manage to feed them. They’ll wind up eating sandburs and brush if you ask me. It’s those darned land agents’ fault, lying and stealing, telling people they kin get rich overnight.”

“Don’t forget your railroad,” Powell reminded him. “It’s your cheap excursion rates that are filling up these trains and dumping a lot of hungry people into Kansas.”

The conductor nodded unhappily. “These settlers don’t know what they’re up against. Them that don’t drown out will dust out come summer. This land was made for cattle. It ain’t never going to be any good for farming.”

Powell’s laugh was a little wry. “You sound like my brother Henry, but maybe you’re both wrong. Maybe we’ll live to see the day…”

He never completed the sentence, for the train jerked suddenly and then slid to a soggy stop. Zeeman swore under his breath. “Firebox. Water in the firebox. Now we’re in a hell of a mess.” He turned and ran down the aisle and disappeared through the car door.

Powell hesitated, peering through the rain-streaked window. Then he rose and started to follow. But as he stepped into the aisle his eyes met those of the woman in the opposite section.

He had remarked her when she entered the car at Dodge. In a train crowded with settlers her clothes were very noticeable, for they had been purchased in some city and she wore them with a certain dignity and ease.

But there was a nervousness in her manner. At first he assumed that she was unused to traveling, but after observing her for a few miles he changed his mind. He decided instead that she was frightened of something which she had left behind her in Dodge. As long as the train stood in the station yards she peered from the window, at the same time restraining the small boy who shared the seat with her. And even after they pulled westward she started up each time the car door opened.

She was, thought Powell, running from something. He had seen people who were running before. But what could this handsome gray-eyed girl be running from, and where was she running to? She must, he thought, be headed for Dexter Springs. There was nothing further west save the raw railroad work camps, overrun with their construction crews. Certainly she was not the type of woman to be going there.

As he stepped into the aisle the small boy was trying to crawl across the girl’s knees. The child looked to be about four and there was a decided resemblance between him and the girl. Unconsciously Powell glanced at her ungloved hand and almost as unconsciously he noted that there was no wedding ring on her third finger. Then he realized with a start that she was speaking to him and the boy at the same time.

“No, Bobby,” she said pulling the child back, then meeting Powell’s eyes. “There’s no serious danger, is there?”

Powell smiled. He was almost as dark as an Indian, and his teeth showed white against the black sunburn of his lean face. “I don’t think so. The roadbed’s solid and should hold, even if we’re delayed for awhile. I’m going forward to find out.”

He moved on down the aisle, thinking more about the girl than about the stalled train. He had just grasped the knob, preparing to pull the car door inward, when it was thrust open in his face.

He stepped back to avoid its swing and the doorway was filled by the bulk of the entering man.

The man was short and squat, entirely sheathed by a dripping black slicker, and his soggy hat was pulled down so that it shaded his eyes. But it wasn’t the hat which held Powell’s attention. It was the handkerchief tied across the lower part of the man’s face and the heavy gun in the man’s hand.

Powell’s own weapon was in his valise, but had he been wearing a gun belt he would have had no chance to draw. The man was almost on top of him.

“Steady.” The man’s voice was partly muffled by the handkerchief, but it was still a roar. “Back up into that seat.”

For a moment Powell hesitated. Then he eased into a seat space already occupied by an immigrant woman and two small children.

A second masked man had appeared in the doorway behind his companion, and the bulky gunman passed Powell, shouting in his bull-like voice, “Everybody stay where you are and you won’t get hurt. This is a holdup.”

Powell twisted to watch the man’s progress down the car, and tensed as the bandit paused beside the gray-eyed girl. She started to stand up, her face blank with alarm. He pushed her roughly back into the seat and, reaching across, seized the small boy, lifting him bodily by the collar of his jacket.

The girl grabbed at the man’s arm. He put an elbow into her face, shoving her away roughly. Powell forgot the gunman in the car door. He plunged into the aisle, jumping instinctively toward the gunman who was backing along the car, the struggling boy under his free arm.

But the bandit behind Powell was quicker. He charged after the major, one of his heavy forty-fours coming up in a swing. Then he crashed the six-inch barrel down across the flat crown of Powell’s wide hat.

Bruce Powell dropped to his knees. He caught the arm of the seat at his side and tried to drag himself erect. The heavy gun struck again and then again. Powell collapsed, first back to his knees and then forward onto his face. He lay there unmoving, his cheek pressed against the mud of the dirty floor. The bandit stepped across his inert body and carried the boy from the car, his departure covered by his companion.
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