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THE CAT’S MEOW

 

Welcome to Black Cat Weekly #22.

This time, we have a change of pace fantasy story from Michael Bracken, who is best known for his mysteries and crime stories—selected for us by Cynthia Ward. It’s our featured story this issue. But that’s not to say the other science fiction and fantasy stories aren’t great, too! “Alien,” by Lester del Rey, is a different take on the crash-landed alien who wants to eat everyone around him. And I’m sure you’ll get a chuckle from Larry Tritten’s gonzo sendup of generic fantasy and science fiction quest stories, “The Lord of the Land Beyond (Book One).” (Hint: don’t look for a sequel.) Classics from Unknown by Malcolm Jameson and from Weird Tales by Manley Wade Welllman round out the section. Good stuff, all.

Mystery readers, too, have a lot to explore. Charlotte Morganti leads things off with “Deadly Drama,” selected by Michael Bracken—it begins with an accordion festival—rejoice if you like polkas!—but I don’t want to say too much. Read it yourself! Barb Goffman brings us “All Prayers Are Answered,” a powerful story by Eric Rutter of a homeless man whose friend is murdered. He is drawn into the investigation out of fear a young woman investigating the crime will come to harm—or unearth a terrible secret from his past.

If you like your detectives hardboiled, Frank Kane returns with another Johnny Liddell mystery. Traditional mystery fans will enjoy a Madame Story novel from Hulbert Footner. And western and historical readers will enjoy a great pulp novel by Max Brand. 

And of course, where would we be without our solve-it-yourself mystery? Pit your wits against Hal Charles (the writing team of Hal Blythe and Charlie Sweet) and see if you can solve “The Coin Flip” without reading the solution!

Lastly, I’m not quite sure how to categorize “The ‘Rexmel,” by Ralph Milne Farley. It has an improbable invention, but it’s not really science fiction, even though it’s by a science fiction writer and appeared in a fantasy magazine. Maybe you could call it a pulp sea-story with shaggy dog elements? I don’t know, but I liked it, so I’m including it. I hope you enjoy it, too.

Here’s the complete lineup:

Mysteries / Suspense / Adventure

“Deadly Drama at the Accordion-o-Rama,” by Charlotte Morganti [short story]

“A Coin Flip,” by Hal Charles [Solve-It-Yourself Mystery]

“A Package for Mr. Big,” by Frank Kane [short novel]

“All Prayers Are Answered,” by Eric Rutter [short story]

The Death Notice by Hulbert Footner [novel]

A Shower of Silver, by Max Brand [novel]

“The ‘Rexmel’,” by Ralph Milne Farley [short story]

Science Fiction & Fantasy

“The Fishmonger’s Wife,” by Michael Bracken  [Cynthia Ward Presents, short story]

“The Lord of the Land Beyond (Book One),” by Larry Tritten [short story]

“Alien,” by Lester Del Rey [short story]

“Doubled and Redoubled,” by Malcolm Jameson [short story]

“Old Dhoh,” by Manly Wade Wellman [short story]

Until next time, happy reading!

—John Betancourt

Editor, Black Cat Weekly
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DEADLY DRAMA AT THE ACCORDION-O-RAMA,
by Charlotte Morganti

Those of you familiar with Blossom City know that something untoward often happens during its celebrations.

Given the events on our small town’s June calendar, both Sergeant Courgette and I expected some degree of chaos, but the month also delivered threats, scandal, and, this being Blossom City, death.

In hindsight, as early as the second week of May, there were definite warnings Blossom City would see a spike in theatrics during June.

First, on a balmy Monday morning near mid-May, my niece Violet telephoned me. “Aunt Persie, I want to spend part of my semester break with you this summer.”

“Of course! Any time after the end of June.”

“No,” Violet said. “I was thinking of—isn’t there a music festival in June?”

A music festival. After a fashion, I suppose. If you ask me, Blossom City’s observance of National Accordion Awareness Month is better classified as evidence of our town’s laissez-faire attitude toward celebrations. If locals want to observe a special day, the town is all-in. We celebrate pickle day, lazy day, meet-a-cowboy day, personal-chef day, and more. A few years ago, one resident (bless her departed soul) celebrated National Sneak Some Zucchini onto your Neighbor’s Porch Day. Unsurprisingly, that event ended when its celebrant’s head was squashed with a gingham-beribboned zucchini.

If history repeated itself, this year’s ode to accordions would spark more than one clash amongst participants. One does not want to be caught between lovers and haters of the squeezebox. Trust me—I live between two of them and June has never been without confrontations. I did not want Violet to join me in witnessing the frequent face-offs across my driveway.

So, when she mentioned the festival, I said, “Oh, it’s over-rated. Nothing but howling dogs, a tsunami of RVs, and what your generation calls old-timey music.”

“I like accordions.”

Evidently, she’d done her research.

“But an entire month of them? It can be overwhelming. If you have your heart set on a Blossom City fête, there are other choices. Why not visit in July for National Hammock Day?”

“That sounds boring.”

Before I could remind her that boring often meant safe, she said, “I’ve been stuck in the library with books. Now I need an adventure or two. Accordion-o-rama sounds like just the ticket. I’ve decided to spend June with you. No use arguing. And no need to tell Mom.”

As if I would.

Violet and I had learned our lesson the previous fall. She stayed with me for a week, during which we helped Sergeant Courgette solve a mystery involving attempts on a local woman’s life. Approximately two minutes after Violet told her mother about that week, my sister Jasmine was on the phone. “I’ll thank you not to corrupt my daughter, Persimmon.”

“What are you talking about?”

“Teaching her to stick her nose into other people’s business, spy on them, eavesdrop. Introducing her to the seamy side of life. I’ve spent the last twenty-one years exposing Violet to culture and impressing on her the value of a formal education. One week with you and she wants to give up university and become a... a... a professional snoop. Omigod, I never should have allowed her to take that photography course.”

“Calm down, Jazz.”

“Easy for you to say. It’s not your daughter who wants to peep through sleazy motel windows and take pictures of naked fornicators. I swear, Persimmon, you are a bad influence on her. Violet is showing an unsettling tendency to be, well, I won’t sugar-coat it. Nosy. Just like you.”

“That’s unfair. I simply have a yen to observe and investigate what’s going on around me. As does Violet.”

Jasmine growled. “Listen up, because I mean this. If I hear of more episodes like this one with the gang of would-be assassins, I will forbid Violet from ever seeing you again. Promise to discourage her from participating in your escapades.”

You would think Jazz was the elder sister, the way she ragged on me. No. She’s younger by seven years. But she was born older.

“I have never encouraged Violet to do anything other than live life,” I said. “But if it makes you happy, I promise.”

Which is why I now discouraged Violet from visiting me in June. Not because I expected trouble (even though something untoward usually happened when she visited me) but so that I could tell Jazz, if the question ever arose, that I had fulfilled my promise.

However, Violet had decided. No use arguing. She would arrive June first.

Later that morning I heard a cacophony of cheering and chants outside. When I opened my front door, I discovered my next door neighbor and accordionophobe, Olive Traynor, handing out placards to seven people. I shaded my eyes against the sun’s glint off her shoulder-length hair, which today was a wonder of blond and hot-pink stripes. She had discovered hair chalk over Christmas and since then entertained herself, and most of the cul-de-sac, with what she called hair art. I had other words for it.

Olive spotted me. “Hi, Persimmon. Would you like to join our walk to Tulip Park’s band shell?” She waved a picket sign emblazoned with “stop squeezebox seduction.”

I could guess why Olive and her fellow protestors were heading to the park. My neighbor on the other side of my driveway, accordionophile Robert Alder, had advertised free demonstrations of accordion arts at Tulip Park during May. “To whet appetites,” he told me. “Prime the pump, or should I say the bellows, ha ha ha, for Accordion-o-rama.”

I declined Olive’s invitation to tag along. I could get my fill of the rancor between my neighbors merely by stepping onto my driveway. And if fists flew at the band shell, I could read about it in the Blossom City Trumpet. I imagined the headline. Something along the lines of “Brouhaha at the Band Shell.” Or perhaps it would be... 

June Arrives in Blossom City Three Weeks Early

Sergeant Milton Courgette of the Blossom City Police relaxed in his desk chair and contemplated the beignet sitting in the distinctive navy-blue box embossed with the bakery’s name in gold lettering. He could save it for his mid-afternoon treat. Or he could eat it now, to celebrate limiting his lunch to a Cobb salad (extra bacon). He had enjoyed the beignet’s former box-mate that morning as a reward for his brisk four-block walk—two blocks from the police station to La Patisserie and two back. He shifted in his chair and felt his uniform shirt tighten against its buttons. Obviously, buying two beignets this morning had been a mistake. Tomorrow, he would buy three and avoid dilemmas such as this.

A constable, fresh from the justice institute, poked his head around Courgette’s doorframe. “Sir, we received two calls reporting illegal gatherings of—” He consulted his notes. “Um, ‘a mob and dangerous elements.’ Should I alert the riot squad?”

“Norman and Pavel are both on vacation, Harry. Today the riot squad is you and me. Who phoned in the complaints?”

“Robert Alder reported a mob at Tulip Park.” Harry glanced at his notes again. “And Olive Traynor reported dangerous elements congregating. Also at the park. The band shell, to be exact.”

“So, it has begun.”

“Sir?”

Courgette heaved himself from his chair and grabbed his jacket. “June.”

“No sir, it’s only May twelfth.”

The sergeant thrust his arms into his jacket sleeves. “This is Blossom City, Harry. June begins when those two have the first of their many battles over accordions. Apparently, this year that’s today.”

Courgette followed his constable toward the exit, then backtracked and snatched up the beignet. One who is charged with preserving the peace must ensure his body has sufficient fuel.

On the way to Tulip Park, Harry said, “What did you mean by battles over accordions?”

“It is a love-hate situation. Mr. Alder has a particular love of the accordion. He gives lessons, sponsors concerts, and organizes our town’s celebration of National Accordion Awareness Month in June. Madame Traynor wants the accordion outlawed.”

“A concert shouldn’t be a problem,” Harry said. “If Traynor hates accordions, she doesn’t need to buy a ticket.”

“It is more than a few concerts. Mr. Alder is determined to make everyone aware of the accordion. During June, he offers free lessons in his driveway. To attract youthful musicians, he hitches a ride on the ice cream truck twice a week and plays “Music Box Dancer” on his accordion.”

Harry parked by Tulip Park’s gate. “It still sounds manageable.”

“Oui. But then there is Alder’s pièce de résistance. Accordion-o-rama. Second and third weeks of June.”

“Accordion-o-rama?”

Courgette exited the cruiser. “It is something one must experience.” He strolled toward the crowd near the band shell.

Harry jogged to catch up. “Olive Traynor is against all these events?”

“Banning the accordion is her hill to die on. I have not been able to sort out her reasons. It has something to do with her mother. In any event, Olive hates the accordion. Therefore, she hates everything Robert Alder does.”

Courgette pointed at a fiftyish man standing at the front-center of an open-air stage. “That’s him there, the man in the plaid shirt who’s trying to pull what’s left of his hair from his head.” He jutted his chin toward a petite woman holding a bullhorn. “That lady with the eye-popping striped hair is Madame Traynor.”

Although Robert Alder’s lips were moving, his words were lost in Olive Traynor’s tirade. “The squeezebox is evil. This man is dangerous. Our well-being is in peril.”

When she paused for breath, Alder cupped his hands around his mouth and shouted. “You are a nasty, demented woman, Olive. Music is good for the soul. But you wouldn’t know that because you don’t have one.” Alder spotted Courgette and Harry approaching Traynor’s group. “And here are the police, coming to end this farce.”

Ms. Traynor turned, bullhorn still to her mouth. “Arrest that man.”

Courgette removed the megaphone from her grasp. Alder leaped off the stage and stalked over. One accordionist played four quick notes, and the others shouted, “Charge!”

“Comedians,” Courgette said under his breath. “Save me.”

Robert Alder reached Courgette and waved to the musicians on the stage, silencing the charge cheer. Gesturing toward the eight placard-bearing protestors, Alder said, “This mob of troublemakers disrupted a law-abiding gathering of musicians. They interfered with the freedom of people to enjoy music on a sunny afternoon in the park. I demand you disperse them.”

Traynor yanked Courgette’s arm. “Mr. accordion-loving Alder and his hooligans are disturbing the peace. Arrest them all.”

Harry interjected. “Ma’am, a spot of music does not amount to disturbing the peace.”

She glared at him. “Music? Not even close.”

She grabbed the bullhorn from Courgette and faced the bandleader. Her words reverberated across the park. “Robert Alder, you corrupt our youth with your fixation on accordions. You are a danger to the health and well-being of people in Blossom City. You are an evil pest who should be exterminated.”

Courgette said, “Olive Traynor, you are under arrest for uttering threats. Constable Lovely, take her away.” He then addressed the crowd. “The rest of you? Put your picket signs down. Do not make trouble. Or you will join Madame Traynor behind bars.”

Persimmon Worthing Sentenced to Community Service

My second clue that I should avoid June also came via my telephone. It rang just before eight that same Monday evening. When I answered, a shaky voice said, “Persimmon, it’s Olive. I’m at the police station. I need you to stand by me.”

A clean-shaven young officer, his head full of thick dark waves that would make Violet swoon, ushered me into Sergeant Courgette’s office as soon as I arrived at the police station.

Courgette stood, tugged at his uniform jacket, and shook my hand. “Persimmon, this is Constable Harry Lovely, our newest officer.”

Constable Lovely inclined his chestnut locks. “Mrs. Worthing.” A rich voice. Lovely. Violet would get chills.

Courgette waved me to a guest chair and said, “We are relieved you are willing to watch over MadameTraynor. I do not believe our custodial officers can take much more of her wailing.”

Sometimes the sergeant spoke in his own private code. Usually, I could intuit his words’ meaning. This time, however, he stumped me.

“I’m sorry, Milton. Watch over?”

“Exactement. We have agreed not to charge her if someone of good repute ensures she conducts herself within the law until after Accordion-o-rama.” He pointed at me. “You are of good repute. Now, here are the rules—”

“You want me to babysit Olive? Are you out of your mind? She told me she needed someone to stand by her. You know, a character reference.”

He waved off my comment. “We already know her character. But, yes, you must be beside her whenever she is near Robert Alder. She has promised to let you know where she is going at all times.”

I marched to the door. “Well, I’m not prepared to do it.”

The heartthrob spoke up. “Ms. Traynor faces a criminal record that will negatively impact her life. You could help her avoid that.”

At the risk of sounding shallow or fickle, I admit Lovely’s voice had lost some of its charm. Plus, his hair needed a trim. Violet deserved someone much less scruffy.

“It would be an enormous favor to me,” Courgette said. “I cannot think of anyone better to take on this task. You live next door to them both.”

They gazed at me. I wondered if they taught method acting in police school. “Fine. I’ll do it, if only to make you both stop with the puppy-wanting-a-treat eyes. And Sergeant? You will pay for this favor. Perhaps an entire year of French pastries.”

When I drove Olive home, I asked what risky events she had planned. “Don’t be cute with your word choice, Olive. Don’t pull tricks like ‘stand by’ when Courgette meant they wanted a babysitter for you.”

“I have only one thing on the calendar—a court application tomorrow for a cease-and-desist order.”

The next morning, Olive and I took my car to the Courthouse. I had thought ahead. Odds were high she’d be jailed for contempt. I couldn’t risk being without transportation home.

At ten o’clock, Judge O’Brien entered the courtroom. When the court clerk called the case, Olive and Robert took their places at the front of the courtroom. Cedric McPherson, a local lawyer, joined Robert.

Judge O’Brien addressed Olive. “No counsel appearing with you, Ms. Traynor?”

“It’s a small town, your honor. All three lawyers told me they had conflicts because they are taking accordion lessons from Mr. Evil.”

I hissed at Olive from my front-row seat.

She said, “Oops. I mean Mr. Alder.”

The judge peered over his drugstore readers at Olive. “Proceed Ms. Traynor but ensure you don’t mispronounce your opponent’s name again.”

“Sorry, Judge. It was, as Freud would say, a slip.”

Olive grabbed a book bag and approached the podium. She rolled her shoulders and rocked from foot to foot as if readying for a tennis serve. Her hair, washed clean of yesterday’s pink chalk, bounced along with her movements.

She donned cat’s eye spectacles and checked her notes. “I am Chairperson of the Fear the Squeezebox League, a group dedicated to protecting Blossom City from the insidious evils of the squeezebox. I ask for an order directing Mr. Alder to cease all events that seduce and corrupt the people of Blossom City, especially Accordion-o-rama.”

Cedric McPherson rose. “The accordion as a villain. That’s rich. If you grant this order, Judge, what will stop Ms. Morality here from going after other musical instruments? Further, my client’s activities during National Accordion Awareness Month are essential to attract students for his music lesson business. They also bring tourists, and their dollars, to Blossom City.”

I nodded. He was correct. Accordion-o-rama transformed Blossom City into the Sturgis of the “My Kingdom for Suspenders, Crinolines, and an RV” crowd. Numbering in the hundreds, these lovers of Lawrence Welkian music, polkas, and square dances descended on our town early each June to camp in our fair grounds, tune their squeezeboxes and prepare for Accordion-o-rama. Spanning the middle two weeks of June, Accordion-o-rama was a dizzying mix of marching accordion bands, street dances, yodeling contests, howling dogs, raging migraines, and accordion-serenaded outdoor feasts of aspic-six-ways and cold cuts. Many locals headed for quieter climes during June. For me, the solution lay in buying a gross of earplugs every May.

Judge O’Brien perched his readers atop his bald head. He pointed an ink-stained finger at Olive. “Your turn. Why should I grant your order and deprive Mr. Alder and Blossom City of business?”

Olive pulled an eight-inch by eleven-inch framed photo from her book bag. “Because of this woman and thousands like her. Her name was Imogene. She was devoted to her loving husband and two young children, but then she attended a wedding dance in a neighboring town where the band featured an accordion.”

Olive’s voice broke. She swiped at tears on her cheek. “Judge, as the siren’s call lured sailors into the sea, the squeezebox lured Imogene onto the dance floor.”

Cedric McPherson’s hands raked his ginger brush cut. He muttered softly. “What is this? A Bulwer-Lytton fiction contest or a court hearing?”

“I heard that, Mr. McPherson,” the judge said. “Cut it out.”

Olive carried on. “Imogene became addicted to accordion music and the dances it spawned: polkas, reels, square dances. One humid summer night she threw herself recklessly into a Virginia Reel and fell, striking her head on the stage. Right at the feet of the accordion player. She was never quite the same.”

The judge donned his readers and jotted a few notes. Probably for his memoir.

Olive continued. “Imogene was my mother, Judge. Our family was cast into a sea of despair once the evil squeezebox seduced her. Each day was a heartbreaking struggle to function without Imogene’s loving presence. Mr. Alder promotes an instrument of evil, a siren luring innocent men and women away from their responsibilities. I ask you to outlaw the accordion.”

The judge closed his daybook. “Very creative submission, Ms. Traynor. But I need more than a touching story to justify relegating a musical instrument to the dung heap of history. Motion denied.”

I expected Olive to be depressed to the nth degree after the judge refused to outlaw Accordion-o-rama. However, she appeared unfazed. “Well, that’s that,” she said as we sat at the traffic light on Main Street. “I’ve done almost everything I can to stop that man.”

She sounded positively upbeat. My internal alarm bells chimed. “What do you mean ‘almost’ everything?”

“Well, everything short of murder, of course.”

I jerked my head toward her quickly enough to cause mild whiplash. When the driver behind me tapped his horn, Olive laughed. “Oh, Persimmon, you should see your face.” She waved toward the intersection. “Drive on and stay calm. I was joking.”

Olive assured me she was done harassing Robert Alder. “I can’t beat him. However, flies with honey, right? I will set up a support group for squeezebox victims and offer alternatives to his devotees and solace to their families.”

To my relief, she stayed within the law after the court hearing. But that did not mean all was peaceful in Blossom City. Quite the contrary.

Altercations Abound in Advance of Accordion-o-rama

On the first of June, Violet arrived, her Fiat crammed with boxes and suitcases. With her deep blue eyes and chin-length auburn bob, she looked so much like her mother did in her early twenties that I almost called her Jazz.

“I came straight from my dorm,” Violet said, gesturing at the load. “An entire school term is in there. Where can I stash it?”

As we moved her belongings into my garage, Violet kept an interested eye on the goings-on next door at the Alder house. Robert had opened the overhead door to his double garage. At the same time as he began arranging folding chairs of the type you find in every church basement, his wife Francine hauled wardrobe bags and suitcases from the house and deposited them in her van. Robert unrolled extension cords and lugged amplifiers to the curb. Francine trudged from the house, pulling two wheeled coolers behind her. Robert hammered a mini billboard into his lawn: “Free!! Learn to play the Accordion Today!!” Francine heaved the coolers into the van, climbed in, started the engine, and threw a kiss. “See you in July, lover.”

Robert waved. “Backatcha, sweetie.”

Violet watched Francine’s van pull away. “Wow, I thought she was leaving him.”

“No. Just a vacation. It happens every year. The minute Robert launches his outdoor lessons, Francine heads for ranch country. She says she’d rather listen to howling coyotes than howling dogs.”

“Lessons!” Violet danced a jig. “I can take lessons right next door! How cool is that?”

Lessons. I did not see that coming.

Violet rented an accordion and joined the dozen students in Robert’s driveway each day. He told them: “Technique matters. Watch Cedric and do what he does.” They watched. They dutifully pressed bass buttons, rippled fingers over the treble keyboard, and moved the bellows in and out.

“Treat your instrument like your lover,” Robert said. Violet’s fumbling at the keyboard and wrenching of bellows produced such woeful notes that I concluded there had never been a lover in my niece’s life.

Three days into the lessons, I stood in my driveway watching the class. It wasn’t until Olive tugged on my sleeve that I realized she’d joined me. Her hair reminded me of a rainbow on acid. I removed an earplug. “Sorry, didn’t hear you.”

She removed her own earplugs. “I see your niece is taking lessons. How’s that going?”

“She’s determined, I’ll say that. She practices every evening.” I sighed. “For hours.”

Olive nodded and patted my arm. “It could be worse. It could be the violin.”

“Frankly, Olive, I’ve come to appreciate your desire to outlaw the squeezebox. Violet says she wants to ‘tickle the ivories like Cedric does,’ but I fear that’s an unattainable goal.”

Olive gazed at Cedric where he sat in the center of Robert’s driveway. “Yes, Cedric is very skilled.”

When Robert told the class to take a break, Violet and Cedric came across the lawn to my driveway. Olive finger-combed her psychedelic hair.

“Enjoying the show?” Cedric asked.

“It’s quite something,” I said.

“I think Violet will nail the basics by week’s end,” he said. “Or sooner, if she masters the Goldilocks zone.”

“What’s that?” I asked.

“It’s the sweet spot when the bellows are between closed and open, allowing the air and the music to flow smoothly. Every accordionist aspires to stay in the Goldilocks zone.”

Robert’s screen door crashed open with a bang. Pansy Willoughby stomped onto the porch and shouted back through the doorway. “You flim-flammer. You promised I could learn to play. Easy-peasy, you said. And now you tell me I have zero talent?”

Robert appeared in the doorway and reached out to her. She jerked away. “Don’t touch me, you piece of garbage. I want my money back.”

“Nope,” Robert said. “You paid for lessons, and you are getting lessons.”

“But you said I’m hopeless. That means the lessons are useless, right?”

Robert nodded. “Yep.”

“Then refund my money.”

Robert folded his arms and shook his head. “That was not our deal. You paid for lessons. Not for success.”

Pansy marched to her car and yanked the driver’s door open. “You’ll be sorry, Alder. You just bought yourself a ton of trouble.”

Violet watched Pansy drive away. “Looks like there’s a vacant seat in the class, Aunt Persie. Why don’t you sign up? We could practice together at night.”

I would rather have stuck pins in my eyes. “That sounds like work. I’d much rather enjoy the music from afar.”

On June seventh—the day before Accordion-o-rama kicked off—I relaxed on my back patio during a break in the musical action on Robert’s driveway. Carefully brewed orange mist tea, buzzing bees, an overstuffed lounger, and the latest edition of the Blossom City Trumpet. Salve for the spirit.

Screeching tires pierced the quiet. I jerked, slopping my tea across the newspaper’s featured recipe for jerk style pork tenderloin. While I watched the orange mist wrinkle and blur the list of ingredients, I became aware of raised voices on the street.

Olive and I arrived out front at the same moment. Robert Alder stood on his porch, clutching his baton. His students clustered in small groups at various spots on his driveway. Maria McPherson, Cedric’s wife, stood on the sidewalk beside her Firenze-red Land Rover. She placed her hands on her ample hips and spoke at full volume. Unlike Olive, Maria did not need a bullhorn.

“Cedric McPherson, I’ve had it. Stop your insane fixation with the accordion this very minute.”

Olive nudged me. “See? Not only my mother got hooked by the squeezebox.”

Violet appeared beside me. “Wow, is that Cedric’s wife?”

I nodded. “Yes. A fiery woman.”

“She looks like an Italian actress I saw in an old movie. Sophia someone.”

“I suppose,” I said. “If you add a few dozen pounds.”

Maria railed at Cedric. “You spend more time here than at home.” She removed her purple stilettos. Taking aim, she wound up like a major league pitcher and threw a shoe at Cedric. It went wide. The second shoe followed. Maria’s aim had improved. Just when I thought the stiletto heel would clip his head, Cedric ducked behind a folding chair.

I turned to Olive. “From the look on Maria’s face, the accordion might be hazardous to Cedric’s health.”

She raised her phone and punched in 911. “I told you it was an instrument of evil.”

Maria strode to her Land Rover, opened the hatch, and extracted a sledgehammer. She stood on the sidewalk, swinging the hammer by her side. “I can’t take it anymore, Cedric. It’s your choice. Me or the accordion.”

Cedric grabbed his accordion and clutched it to his chest. He backed away from her.

“Oh, so that’s your answer! I expected as much.” Maria rushed up the driveway and swung the sledgehammer at Cedric. He dodged behind a church-basement chair, which crumpled under the hammer’s blow.

Maria and Cedric engaged in a balletic exhibition. Maria advanced, barefoot and on tiptoes, swinging the hammer rhythmically; Cedric leapt and pranced away, ducking in time with her swings.

A few minutes into the dance, Sergeant Courgette and Constable Lovely arrived in a cruiser, blue and red lights flashing. They sat for a moment at the curb, observing the McPhersons dip and weave among, over, and behind the remaining eleven chairs.

Maria followed Cedric’s path around the driveway and began tossing chairs out of her way. When only one chair separated the two of them, Courgette’s voice boomed from the cruiser’s loudspeaker. “Put your weapon down. Now.”

Maria jerked. She looked at the hammer in her hand and let it drop to the driveway. Then she sagged to the concrete and sat, head in her hands.

Harry Lovely collected the sledgehammer and placed it in the cruiser’s trunk before pulling Cedric aside. While Harry interviewed Cedric, Sergeant Courgette came over to my driveway.

“Bonjour.” He smiled at Violet.

“You remember my niece Violet from our adventure last fall?” I asked.

He bowed slightly. “Absolument.” It came out “Ab-soll-ooo-mente.” Violet cast a glance my way.

Courgette glared at Olive. “Why do near-riots continue to happen in your presence?”

Olive raised her hands in defense. “I did nothing. Persimmon can testify to that. In fact, I am the one who called nine-one-one.”

Courgette harrumphed and asked me, “Who are these people?”

“Most are Robert Alder’s students. The shaking ginger-haired fellow clutching the accordion is Cedric McPherson, a local lawyer. The woman wielding the sledgehammer is his wife.” I paused and then said, “Maria. Wojack. McPherson.”

Courgette’s eyebrows approached his hairline. “Ahh, oui? As in Wojack Concrete?”

“Exactly. A very assertive family.”

Courgette waved Harry over and they conferred in whispers. Courgette then said, “I will speak with the lady. Please interview the other witnesses, Harry.”

Harry nodded. He smiled at Violet. “Perhaps I can start with you, miss?”

When Courgette moved away to speak with Maria McPherson, I nonchalantly followed him. After all, it was in his interest if I stayed close by—there have been many instances when he has needed my insights. My color commentary, if you will. I could not provide that help if I didn’t listen to his conversations.

Maria told Courgette, “I was aiming for the accordion, not Cedric. I wanted to smash that thing to pieces so he couldn’t play it anymore.”

“Brandishing a weapon is not a good idea, madame.”

“He hugs that accordion more than me. Alder tells students to treat their instrument like their lover. The accordion seduced Cedric. He wanted to bring it into our bedroom.”

“What would be wrong with that?”

Maria laughed. “Wrong? He wanted it in the bed with us. I told him, ‘Sleep with me or sleep with the accordion.’ So now we are in separate bedrooms.”

She collected her stilettos and slipped them onto her feet. She twirled around and then faced Courgette. “Look at me, Sergeant. Am I not a fine, well put-together, woman?”

Courgette cleared his throat and glanced at me, panic evident in his eyes.

Maria barked out a sharp laugh. “I cannot believe that my husband prefers a squealing box of stale air to me.”

The sergeant sent Maria home after she promised not to smash either the accordion or her husband. Once Harry and Courgette drove away, Robert and his students righted the chairs, gathered their instruments, and tuned up. Olive and I dug our earplugs from our pockets and pushed them deep into our ears.

That night over dinner Violet mentioned the sergeant. “I’m having trouble placing his accent. It’s not quite Québécois, not quite Parisian.”

“Milton is as Anglo as most people in Blossom City. But he has a French surname. Therefore, he believes Frenchness and a facility with the language is in his blood.”

“Have you broken it to him that he often bungles the pronunciation?”

“I can’t bring myself to crush his illusions,” I said.

She toyed with her pasta. “Accordion-o-rama starts tomorrow. Street dances, I heard. I have nothing to wear.”

Deadly Drama at Accordion-o-rama

Sergeant Courgette sat at a table for two in the Dough Vinci café and gazed at the remaining half of his sourdough waffle. He’d read that sourdough was good for digestion. Therefore, healthy. No threat to his near-perfect body mass index. The fact that Dough Vinci’s waffles were delicious was a bonus.

Cleo Branch, the owner of Dough Vinci, appeared tableside. “Top up, Sergeant?”

Courgette sighed in relief. The woman had incredible timing. “When have I said no, madame?”

“Never.” Cleo poured a cup of pure Québec maple syrup into his almost empty carafe. “Waffles without sufficient maple syrup are forbidden in Dough Vinci.”

He tucked back into the waffle. A small moan of ecstasy slipped past his lips. Crisp exterior, soft and comforting interior, waffles were the perfect vehicle for warmed, genuine Québec maple syrup. The pretenders on most supermarket shelves would never pass Courgette’s lips. It would be an insult to his heritage.

One-quarter of the glorious waffle remained, bathed in a warm pool of maple syrup, when Harry Lovely entered the café.

“Sergeant,” he said. “There’s... ” He stared at Courgette’s dish. “Waffle soup?”

“Do not be silly, Harry. What is it?”

“There’s been a suspicious death. We are needed at the scene.”

Courgette knew he must abandon his breakfast. Sacrilege. He tossed money on the table and pushed back his chair.

Instantly, Cleo was at his side, transferring the remains of the waffle into a takeout container. Incredible. She was a baker extraordinaire, she treated maple syrup like the culinary miracle it was, and she could read minds. He might love her.

When Harry parked the cruiser on the street outside Robert Alder’s house, Persimmon Worthing sat on her verandah next to Cedric McPherson. The man’s head was bowed.

Courgette and Harry entered Alder’s garage through the open overhead door. Robert Alder’s lifeless body lay on the floor. Blood from his head wound had trickled down his face and onto the accordion that sat like a collar around his neck.

Harry inspected the accordion. “Someone rammed this instrument, with the bellows fully open, down onto Alder’s head, enveloping him. Do you think that would be enough to kill him?”

Courgette shrugged. “Let’s hope the pathologist can tell us.” He left Harry to direct the forensics team and joined Persimmon on her verandah.

“A sad day,” Courgette said. “Did you find him?”

Persimmon shook her head.

Cedric looked up and said, “I did. He had asked me to help load chairs and amps onto the float for today’s parade. When I arrived, the garage was closed. That was unusual.”

Persimmon agreed. “Yes, Robert was usually awake early. When I collected my paper this morning, I noticed his garage door was down. I thought he’d decided to sleep late.”

Cedric said, “I knocked on his front door, but he didn’t answer. I have the code for the garage overhead, so I opened it. And there he was.”

Courgette turned to Persimmon. “Did you hear or see anything last night?”

“No. Violet and I went out for dinner at seven. We came home around nine-thirty. The cul-de-sac was quiet. We watched an old Hitchcock movie and then went to bed. I’m sorry I can’t give you anything more.”

Two days later Sergeant Courgette invited Persimmon to join him for coffee and pastries at La Patisserie. They settled at their usual table in a quiet corner of the café and waited for the server to deliver a platter of French pastries. He asked, “Where is your niece today?”

“She’s gone shopping in Chanterelle. Apparently, it is vital that she find a crinoline and a proper dress for the street dances. I had no idea she knew how to square dance.”

They sat in silence while the server poured their coffees and pointed out that day’s pastry choices: beignets, croissants, and éclairs. Courgette selected an éclair, tasted, and sighed. “Excellent.” He wiped his lips with his napkin. “Perhaps Violet had dancing lessons at school?”

Persimmon frowned. “I doubt it.”

“Constable Lovely did. He told me his school—this was in Alberta, a rural community—required all students to learn two things in their physical education courses. Curling and square dancing.”

“Really?”

Courgette nodded and licked some chocolate from his fingers. “He says those two activities are more Canadian than maple syrup. Which I find impossible to accept.”

After the server refreshed their coffees, Courgette said, “Do you have any thoughts about Robert Alder’s murder to share with me? You will fulfill your civic duty if you help an officer of the peace.”

Persimmon smiled and sipped her coffee. “I always have opinions to share.”

“Good.” He selected a croissant from the tray and then pulled a piece of paper from his pocket. “I have thought of some people who could have wanted to dispose of Alder. First, I heard there was an argument between him and a Ms. Willoughby over lesson fees.

“That would be Pansy. Yes, she pitched a fit about a week ago when Robert told her she had zero talent. She demanded a refund and he refused.” Persimmon pursed her lips and stirred her coffee. “I remember she told Robert he’d be sorry.”

“An excellent suspect, then.”

“She would be, except the night Robert was killed, Violet and I saw Pansy when we went for dinner. She was kicking up her heels with the RV crowd at a street dance.”

“She could have left the dance.”

“Perhaps, but not to kill Robert. According to a friend of mine, Pansy spent the night rocking and rolling in an RV in the fair grounds. If you get my drift.”

Courgette clicked his pen and struck out Pansy’s name. “And Mrs. Alder?”

Persimmon shook her head. “Francine and Robert were devoted to each other. Besides, she was vacationing when he was killed.”

Another stroke through the list on the paper.

Persimmon continued. “Cedric is also a ‘no,’ because Robert was his mentor. And even though my property value plummets when Robert hosts his driveway lessons, I didn’t do it.” She smiled at Courgette.

“Still, there is one person in your cul-de-sac who might want to kill Alder.”

“Olive.”

The sergeant nodded. “Oui. Has she done or said anything that supports that idea?”

Persimmon shifted in her chair. “After the judge denied her cease-and-desist order, Olive said she had tried almost everything to stop Robert. Everything except murder. Then she said she was only joking.”

“Well, then. All that remains is finding the proof.”

Crime Fighting Duo Say Oops

Sergeant Courgette could not believe his eyes. He stood in the motel room doorway and stared at the woman lying on the bed. Her skull had been battered. She wore a costume of sorts—a fabric keyboard adorned one side of her skimpy outfit, a row of buttons the other. Courgette assumed the striped cloth between the keyboard and buttons represented the bellows. The woman’s multi-colored hair hid her face.

Olive Traynor was dead.

Two wine glasses on the dresser told him this had been a rendezvous. But the fact that the room was in disarray indicated the meeting had become contentious.

When asked, the motel clerk had no idea who Olive Traynor’s guest might have been. “She was a regular,” he said. “At least every other night since the beginning of the month.”

Courgette drove to the police station on autopilot. Unbelievably, it appeared he and Madame Worthing had come to the wrong conclusion. A mere week had passed since Robert Alder’s death and their prime suspect in his murder was dead.

Back at the station, Courgette sequestered himself in his office and placed a call to Persimmon. “I have news that throws our earlier conclusions into doubt.”

“La Patisserie in ten minutes?” she said.

When he arrived, Persimmon, along with a French press of coffee and a tray of pastries, waited at their usual table. He sat down and told her about Ms. Traynor’s death at the Goldilocks Motel.

Persimmon’s hand shook as she poured coffee into their mugs. “So. We could have been wrong about her.”

“Incredibly, yes,” the sergeant said.

“There was no other person it could have been. No one.” Persimmon gestured at the pastries. “You’re not eating?”

“I am too shaken by our miscalculation.” He wrapped two beignets and a croissant in his napkin. “But I may recover by mid-afternoon.”

Courgette lifted his mug to his lips and paused. He set it back on the table. “I have lived here fewer than a dozen years, so am still uncertain about the intricacies of this town. You have a much better sense of what goes on beneath the surface. Tell me, do you think the two deaths are connected?”

“Of course, Milton. It’s Blossom City. Everything is connected.”

Courgette heard the bells above the café door tinkle and glanced over. Constable Lovely waved and approached the table. “Sir.” Harry smiled at Persimmon and inclined his head. “Mrs. Worthing.”

“What is it, Harry? You can speak in front of Persimmon, she is most trustworthy.”

“You wanted me to double check Cedric McPherson’s statement about Alder’s death. I can’t find him anywhere. There’s no one at their house. He’s not answering his phone.”

Persimmon gasped. “Milton. Suppose... ”

Courgette finished her thought. “Cedric killed Olive because she murdered his mentor and friend?”

“Perhaps we were not wrong after all,” she said.

Courgette drained his coffee and snatched up his package of pastries. “Harry, quickly. An APB on McPherson.”

Unnamed Witness Provides Vital Clue

When I returned home an hour after my morning chat with Courgette, I found Violet sitting on the back patio, hugging herself and smiling.

“Hi, Aunt Persie. Where’ve you been?”

“With Sergeant Courgette. Olive has been murdered. They found her body at a motel. Cedric McPherson is AWOL and the prime suspect.”

Violet leaped from her chair. “Oh no, that can’t be right.”

“What do you mean?”

Violet told me.

“My goodness, we have to tell Milton.”

When I called the station, the clerk said the sergeant was on patrol. I told Violet, “He’s having lunch.”

We jumped into my Porsche. I confess I broke the speed limit on our way to Dough Vinci. As usual.

Cleo was placing two sandwiches on Courgette’s table when Violet and I entered the café. Courgette stared at his lunch with affection. Constable Lovely, on the other hand, noticed us and immediately pushed back his chair and stood. A touch of color bloomed on Violet’s cheeks. Hmmm.

“Sergeant, Violet has information for you.”

“Join us,” Courgette said.

Harry pulled a chair back for Violet. I managed to seat myself without assistance, as I have been doing for most of my life.

Violet said, “Cedric wouldn’t kill Olive. I think he was sweet on her.”

“Go on,” Courgette said.

“When I went to Chanterelle shopping not long ago, I saw Cedric and Olive sitting in a bistro. They were very intent on each other. Romantic.”

“How could you tell?”

“By the way they acted,” Violet said. Her eyes darted toward Harry. “Little things that a person does when they have feelings for another. It’s not hard to read the signs.”

Courgette shook his head. “I am not sure that proves anything.”

I chimed in. “Over the years you have come to trust my intuition about people, Milton. My niece shares that fine-tuned sixth sense as well as my knack for observation. It’s in our genes.”
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