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THE CAT’S MEOW

Welcome to Black Cat Weekly.

We have three original stories in this issue—mysteries by Charlie Kondek (thanks to Acquiring Editor Michael Bracken) and M. E. Proctor, plus a science fiction tale by Glenn Dungan.

Other mysteries include a great modern tale by Michael Mallory (thanks to Acquiring Editor Barb Goffman) and our mystery novel is a classic by Isabel Ostrander. Of course, there’s also a solve-it-yourself puzzler from Hal Charles.

On the science fiction front, we have another supernatural tale by John S. Glasby, plus classics by Nelson Bond, and Marion Zimmer Bradley. Our novel is a Weird Tales fantasy by Manly Wade Wellman.

Here’s the complete lineup—

Cover Art: Ron Miller

Mysteries / Suspense / Adventure:

“Like Snow,” by Charlie Kondek [Michael Bracken Presents short story]

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

“The Adventure of the Left-behind Wife,” by Michael Mallory [Barb Goffman Presents short story, Sherlock Holmes series]

“Rien Ne Va Plus,” by M.E. Proctor [short story]

Anything Once, by Isabel Ostrander [novel]

Science Fiction & Fantasy:

“All the Singularity Girls,” by Glenn Dungan [short story]

“Refuge,” by John S. Glasby [short story]

”The Genius of Lancelot Biggs,” by Nelson S. Bond [short story, Lancelot Biggs series]

“Jackie Sees a Star,” by Marion Zimmer Bradley [short story]

The Black Drama, by Manly Wade Wellman [novel]

Until next time, happy reading!

—John Betancourt

Editor, Black Cat Weekly
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LIKE SNOW,
by Charlie Kondek

Thomas Kanka’s mother called a meeting with him and his siblings, so he thought it must be something about their father’s estate. But then she said she’d also summoned their dad’s agent, Dennis Wheat, so it must be about their father’s literary estate. Ominous. Equally ominous was the gesture his sister, Ellen, made when he arrived early to the Kanka family home in Pleasant Ridge and asked her what was up. She crossed her slender arms, tucked a lock of hair behind her ear and said, “I’m not sure,” something she did when she had something to hide. Which, before she got sober, she often did.

Thomas didn’t immediately go into the house, an opulent Tudor in this, one of Detroit’s most monied suburbs. There was no joy in homecoming for him; there never had been. He looked on the house where he grew up the way he imagined a Civil War veteran might a former battlefield, not seeing its present peace but only remembering the fighting. It was November. The oaks and maples that lined the streets and crowded the yards had dropped most of their leaves, and their bare branches seemed as one with the dark brown lines and gray roofs of the houses.

Thomas had gotten there early to walk his mother’s dog, an energetic but watchful black lab mix named Pilot, and to spend a little time in preamble with Ellen. He’d spend the night in one of their old bedrooms that had been made into a guest room, coming as he did from so far away in Kalamazoo. As expected, Pilot barked his head off when Thomas knocked and Ellen let him into the house—Thomas had a key, but it seemed inappropriate to use it after not living there for fifteen years. He dropped his bag in the foyer and Ellen did that thing with her hair and Pilot circled them happily while waiting for Thomas to take the leash off its hook by the door.

On the sidewalks of their childhood neighborhood, Pilot leading the way and stopping frequently to smell things, Thomas asked his sister, “So how you been?”

“Pretty good,” she said, an honest note of uncertainty in her voice. “Pretty good for someone with nothing to do except put her life back together. I spend all my time going to meetings, collecting Alan’s alimony checks, and not answering text messages from old drinking buddies telling me how brave I am.”

“How’s mom?”

“Mom is… Mom is good, I guess. As long as she’s in command of her little corner of the empire, I guess she’s…happy, I guess.” She tucked a lock of hair behind an ear and adjusted her scarf where it slipped from the shoulder of her coat. “How about you, Tom? What’s going on with you?”

Thomas held and then pushed out a breath that made Pilot glance at him. “I’m writing again. So that’s good. After the divorce, I felt I had no voice. Or no desire. Or both. But I’ve been… I’ve started over. I’m just seeing it differently now. I think before, I was writing in reaction to—or defiance of—dad, and his views on everything. Now for the first time I’m writing… I’m trying to write from a place of love. Humility. And I really like what’s coming out. I’m even thinking of submitting it somewhere under another name.”

He looked around at the houses they passed. He had never really known anyone who lived in them, any of their kids. “Honestly, I wish I could unpublish everything I ever wrote up till now and truly start over. The people that said I got that book deal because of my name were right.”

“Don’t say that, Tom.”

“No, they were. When I read it now it just seems so full of posturing. Just trying so hard to be the literary work that dad never achieved. Just doing things because dad said not to do them. Do you know what we used to argue about?”

“I was there, remember? My shrink tells me part of my problem is I appointed myself the family peacemaker and put myself in the middle of everything.”

“You’re right. I’m sorry. I was just thinking about the literary said. Do you know what that is? Some writers believe you should never use anything in your dialogue except ‘said.’ ‘He said.’ ‘She said.’ Never ‘replied,’ never ‘explained,’ ‘insisted,’ ‘rejoined,’ ‘admonished.’ Dad was a bully about that like he was a bully about everything, and you can bet characters in my stories ‘admonished’ whether or not they had to. Anyway, I wish I could take back every word. That book is by a kid who felt entitled to attention and I don’t like him anymore. After dad died, and Mona and I split up… I just sort of disintegrated. And I don’t want to go back to who I was.”

“You’re being too hard on yourself, Tom.”

“Maybe.”

“But I’m glad you’re writing again. Let me read it. I need to find something to do besides what I’ve always done: Let men feed me vodka and sleep with me.”

“Jesus, Ellen.”

“Language,” she admonished. Their mother’s Presbyterianism had taken root in them despite their father’s militant agnosticism, in Thomas’s case at least partially to spite his father’s militant agnosticism. “Sorry, that’s just the kind of humor we use at meetings,” Ellen added. They had rounded the block and the Kanka driveaway was in sight, Tom’s old Chevy in it. The white sky began to unload a first few snowflakes, as if depositing pieces of itself, and they floated like…like what? Thomas hunted for a simile. Was anything like snow except snow? He would find his mother’s copy of Dubliners and re-read “The Dead,” study how Joyce had done it. That was a new behavior for him, too. Following his old instincts, he would have forged ahead as if he alone had discovered something.

* * * *

Their mother shouted down the stairs that she was still getting ready when they came back into the house. By unspoken agreement they went into the kitchen to wait, where Thomas gave Pilot one of his biscuits and Ellen made another pot of coffee. A moment later, Pilot was barking again because someone was letting himself in by the front door. It was their oldest brother, Steve. After exchanging greetings, he asked, “Anyone know what this is about?”

Ellen, with more natural nonchalance this time, lowered the corners of her mouth, raised her eyebrows and said casually, “No.”

More than any of them, Steve physically resembled their father, and inhabited the kitchen comfortably with movements reminiscent of his dark-browed scrutiny, his ponderous tread. He didn’t pay much attention to Pilot. “Where’s mom?”

“Upstairs. She’ll be down in a minute.”

“Making one of her entrances, huh?”

“I guess so. How’s it going, Steve? How’s business? How’re the kids?”

“Business? Great if you like sixty-hour work weeks for clients who like to burn through venture funding as fast as they can raise it. All while trying to reinvent their vertical at the speed of sound.”

Since his last separation from an ad agency as its chief strategy officer, Steve had gone into consulting, and liked to describe himself as a “serial CMO” to start-ups and entrepreneurs. Another way he was like their father was in the volume and fervency of his opinions, and in his willingness to share them, something that Thomas always assumed made him a good consultant. But his mother hinted privately that Steve’s fortunes were not consistent, and he would have had more severe financial problems were it not for his wife’s income. Naturally, all of them would do well when their mom died and they inherited their parents’ money. “The kids are good,” Steve concluded. “Sarah Jane’s still way into dance and Ray’s in an advanced animation workshop.”

A knock at the door. Pilot raised the alarm, and Ellen shouted down the hall, “It’s open!” Dennis Wheat stepped in with snow in his hair. “It’s really coming down,” he proclaimed.

Handshakes were exchanged. “How are you doing, Steve? Still helping brands solve all their problems?”

“Especially when those brands don’t know who they want to be. How you doing, Dennis? Still trying to develop an Elmore Leonard for the 21st century?”

Dennis’s mouth, nested in his beard, frowned. “We’re buying more books than ever, but we have worse taste.”

“Meaning, the formula for a best seller is more difficult to replicate?”

“If there ever was a formula. It used to be about fundamentals. Fundamentals of storytelling and style. Now it doesn’t seem to matter what you put in front of people as long as it checks the right boxes. And there are more niches than ever. People want their cozy, kinky, supernatural, travelogue, mystery rom-com or whatever it is. And social media? I can’t figure it out.”

“Can you imagine dad on Twitter?”

“Hell.”

Dennis was still in his sixties, spectacled, pale, and serious. Thomas didn’t know what a person from Connecticut looked like, if there was a type, but he always thought of Dennis that way: the bookish Connecticut man who worked in New York and represented his father, the author Lawrence Kanka. There was a time when he would have wanted to contribute to Dennis’s and Steve’s conversation.

Beth Kanka “made one of her entrances,” slipping into the circle of people in the kitchen and accepting Pilot’s nose under her hand. At 73, hair still walnut brown, a silhouette like a woman in her 30s, Beth’s image still recalled the woman she had been at that age: the hot high school English teacher and women’s tennis coach with the famous husband. Accepting embraces and cheek kisses from her sons and Dennis, she thanked everyone for coming and suggested they take coffee in the dining room.

Thomas could not recall eating together as a family much at the table around which they now took chairs. Windows occupied one wall, so that those assembled could see the snow coming down in larger flakes now, starting to layer the patio, pool, and carriage house garage. They had moved at different speeds as teenagers, Thomas recalled, and rarely ate at the same time, instead making their own meals or making plates from a communal spread in the kitchen that their mother or father—for Larry could also cook—left out for them. He remembered a lot of lonely evenings at this table when, having eaten, he lingered over a book. Now he and everyone else looked expectantly at his mother. There was nothing symbolic about where anyone sat, since no one had ever assumed a regular hierarchy, but still an aura of command around Beth at the table’s head, some papers in front of her, her back to the window alive with falling snow.

“Well,” she said, “I don’t want to be dramatic, but this is serious enough that Ellen and I didn’t want to do it by phone.”

Through some fraternal telepathy, Thomas felt or imagined Steve reacting, as he did, to the phrase “Ellen and I.” Until recently, it had only been “I.”

“…but I called you all here to tell you that the cottage has been robbed and a number of things taken, some of them of value. Some of them of sentimental value.”

“What?” Steve exclaimed. “When did this happen?”

“The last time anyone was there was in October so it could have been any time in the last month. Ellen and I discovered it when we went out to winterize the house last week.” She held up a folder. “This is the police report.”

Steve reached for it. “Damn it,” he said. “Did they just smash a window or something?”

“Yes, that’s exactly what they did. Went in one night and prowled around the house, helped themselves, and left out the back door. As you know, most of the neighbors there are seasonal but the few that aren’t didn’t notice anything. There’s a half dozen ways these thieves could have done it without being noticed.”

“Probably meth heads or opioid addicts from nearby,” Ellen offered. “They look for neighborhoods like these and probably do several houses that way.”

“So other houses got robbed?” Thomas asked.

“Yeah, probably.” She pushed hair behind an ear.

Steve was looking through the police report, only a couple pages long, and Dennis was reading over his shoulder. He passed the report to Dennis and perused an insurance form. “Mom, we talked about getting an alarm system on that house. One of those good ones that connects to a switchboard that can call the police. And cameras.”

“I know, honey. I’ve just been so busy with all this other stuff related to your dad’s passing. It was just, we weren’t keeping much there, and it was a lower priority. I was going to get to it. I’m sorry.”

“Well, what got taken?” Thomas asked.

Dennis, reading, said, “Some of your dad’s guns. Fishing gear. Clothes. Tools, audio electronics. But what does this have to do with me, Beth?” Something caught his eye. “Wait, this says personal papers. What papers?”

He, and everyone else, looked expectantly down the table at Beth. “There was a small chest,” she said, “in which Larry kept some things. Old pictures and press clippings, I don’t know what else. But, in it, I’m pretty sure, was also his last manuscript.”

Dennis tossed the police report on the table, removed his glasses, and pinched the bridge of his nose while Steve said again, “Damn it.” Thomas reached for the report. Dennis said, “So there is a copy of the manuscript. You told us there wasn’t.”

“I said I didn’t know if there was one,” Beth rejoined. “But…we might as well have this out. Yes, I think what was at the cottage was the only copy, or the most complete copy.”

“So, you lied,” Dennis said, slicing the air with his glasses.

“I prefer to say I evaded,” Beth said firmly.

Steve said, “Mom…” and Thomas interjected, “Someone want to tell me what’s going on?”

Dennis explained, “Your dad was working on a book when he died. Something different, something like his early work. At the time of his death, he told me it was almost ready for review, that he wanted to do some revising.”

“But he was very unsure about it,” Beth said.

“We don’t know that.”

“We do. He went back and forth about it. Why else would he erase the files from his computer?”

“But kept a printout. He’d done this before. Kept a printout. Said he was going to burn it, but then didn’t. Sat with it, picked at it with a pencil. Pasted sticky notes into it, ripped up whole pages. Editing, revising, suggesting new material. Then he would retype it. It was his process sometimes. You know that. The manuscripts of the books he was really uncertain about look like the, the scrawlings of a madman. His papers are at Michigan State, you can see them. If he had a manuscript of Gin Season, it was in this state. Which is enough for us to see.”

“Dennis, I was married to him. He didn’t want to publish Gin Season.”

“I was married to his work. Am, married to his work. I know when he wanted to publish something, and he wanted to publish this.”

Thomas had only glanced at the report from the Benzie County Sherriff’s Department, which was impoverished for detail. He knew the cottage, one of several isolated from each other by private access lanes and linked by a path through the woods that went down to a shared beach on Crystal Lake. In October, the woods would have been thick with falling leaves. He was trying to imagine how the thieves—for there would have had to be more than one? Or would there?—transported what they stole, if they took it on foot or simply parked a vehicle nearby. There was no mention in the report of the other cottages in the neighborhood being likewise burgled—wait, here was a line, “possible other houses area B&E according to owner. Will check.” But he had barely thought about these things while focusing on his mother’s and Dennis’s argument. Beth was saying, “It was different this time, Dennis.”

Thomas asked, “Why, mom? What was different?”

“It wasn’t one of his thrillers,” Beth said. “Dennis wasn’t being quite accurate enough when he said Gin Season was like your dad’s early work. It was a departure. Look…” Beth leaned forward on her forearms, as if onto a lectern, slipping into her teacher’s posture. “Lawrence Kanka never set out to be a successful writer of thrillers. From the start, he had literary ambition, to be another Hemingway or Salinger. There were thriller elements in his first novel, enough to qualify it as one, and after that he found himself boxed in by genre. He had to keep writing for the publishers and the buying public, and he resented it. The few times he tried to break away from it, the reviewers and the marketplace chastened him. He resented that, too. So, having become wedded to genre, he then tried to do what so many other genre writers did, which was to infuse it with literary weight, elevate genre into literature. Did he succeed? Some people think so. But Larry was never completely happy with his body of work or the trajectory of his career.”

Which was the cause and shape of all our disagreements, Thomas thought. His father was not only a merciless pedant about what writing should be, he used to argue as if any other kind of writing didn’t exist. When Thomas showed his father his first serious attempts, the appraisal was brutal.

Steve was saying, “Which is why if something like Gin Season exists, it’s a perfect coda to his legacy, mom. His readership should know he died still working, reinventing.”

“It’s what he would have wanted,” Dennis said.

“It is not what he would have wanted,” Beth insisted. “He’d say one thing in a circle of people and a very different thing privately.”

“To you?”

“Yes, of course to me. What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Only that I’ve got emails stating his intent to bring Gin Season to market. You have only your word and…”

“Go ahead and say it, Dennis.”

“Beth. All I mean is, he shared things with me, his agent, that he didn’t share with his spouse. Documented things.”

“Whereas my conversations with Larry are not documented. We didn’t email each other, Dennis. Whatever went on in our marriage, we still lived in the same house. Sometimes. That’s how it would look in court, right?”

“Mom…”

“Beth, nobody said anything about court.”

“It’s all in the framing.”

Steve held up a hand and said, “Mom, Dennis. Let’s all pause, take a step back.” To Thomas and Ellen, “We are now talking openly about things that have to date only been discussed behind closed doors, so to speak.”

And clearly, Thomas thought, you’ve been privy to the discussions, Steve. Dennis had put his glasses back on. Officiously, he said, “So there was a last manuscript from Lawrence Kanka, despite your denials—sorry, your evasions, of that fact. It may have been in a state to edit and publish. If we had the manuscript, we could have…negotiated that possibility. But it’s been stolen, along with a bunch of other things from the lake house.”

Beth had leaned back in her chair and woven her fingers together on the table. “That’s correct.”

“How could you let this happen, Beth?”

“Dennis, you’re saying I wanted a bunch of drug addicts to take my husband’s Army records and some bits of his mother’s jewelry?”

“No, you’re right. I’m sorry.”

“But wait a minute,” Steve said. “Wait a minute. That doesn’t have to be the end of it, does it? It’s hard for the police to recover stolen goods but it does happen, right? They can catch these guys. We can help them.”

“Well…” Dennis said. “Yes. We also have the option of hiring our own detectives.”

“Right! I mean, these thieves have got to be known somewhere. Somewhere, somebody is not only sitting on dad’s guns but a pile of paper that says Gin Season by Lawrence Kanka on it.”

“Unless the pile of paper is floating in a lake,” Ellen noted.

Steve waved her idea away. “What if we put out a reward? If we don’t trust the hick cops up there to manage it, our own detectives can. And honestly, wait a second—it’s a great story, isn’t it? It’s like something out of one of dad’s books. It only contributes to the brand and could build up interest in the book if or when we recover it. Hell, it might even sell more of dad’s existing catalogue.”

Dennis was blossoming with excitement, nodding, pointing. “You know? You may be right.”

Steve spread his hands as if measuring a headline. “Picture it. ‘Last manuscript of thriller writer stolen. Ten-thousand-dollar reward offered by publisher.’”

“Ten thousand—?” Dennis balked.

“‘Private detectives looking for any information on thieves. Lawrence Kanka was striking out into new literary territory when he passed.’ Dennis, we can show pictures of his other manuscripts, right? To the press? To show what Gin Season might look like?”

“Sure.”

“Hell, even if we never get the book back, this could be a great capstone for dad’s legacy.”

“I’m starting to see the possibilities.”

Thomas asked, “Have you read it, mom? What’s it about?”

“I read parts of it,” she said softly. “I’m not sure what it’s about. Time, I think. Regret, maybe.”

Steve had taken out his phone, as had Dennis, tapping with their thumbs. “We’ve got a lot to do,” Steve said. “Mom, can we call dad’s attorneys and get them to recommend a private detective firm up north? Maybe one out of Traverse City?”

* * * *

Steve and Dennis left in high spirits. Before he went, Steve even allowed he’d been too hard on his mom for not securing the house, and he made one more stab at the kind of copy he envisioned being written about the episode, borrowing from Beth. “‘Lawrence Kanka was working in a new direction at the time of his unexpected death from hard living and hard loving. He had always lifted the suspense novel beyond the conventions of genre. With Gin Season, he was dragging it finally into the literary sphere where it belonged, an act thwarted by what might have been a plot from his own books.’”

Thomas thought, has Steve ever actually read one? Does he care what’s in them, or only how they seem—is this what he does for his clients?

At the door, Steve said to them, while Dennis brushed snow from his rental car, “I know it’s very upsetting to get robbed but this is also, amazingly, a great opportunity. Hell, it may be better if we never get the book back at all.”

Shutting the door, Beth said, “That was very unexpected.”

Ellen said, “I’m going to go call my sponsor.”

Thomas offered to take Pilot for another walk, clear his own head. At the sound of the word “walk,” Pilot jumped up and scurried to where his leash hung. Outside, it was pleasantly cold. The same streets of a few hours before had been transformed under three or four inches of snow and a few stray flakes like apostrophes still making their way to earth. It was a resetting, not just of color but of tone, of mood, the roofs caked, the skeletons of the trees clothed, the streets, sidewalks and lawns like a new page, upon which Pilot now splashed his own apostrophes. The houses were still familiar to Thomas, the scene reminiscent of boyhood winters, but the effect of the snow was like catching someone known to him in a temporary setting without the usual noise.

As he walked, Thomas thought, among other things, about his first book. It was written when his style clumsily aped John Cheever and Brett Easton Ellis. It was about the son of a famous Detroit football player growing up in affluence, who must navigate not only the spiritual traps that accompany wealth, but also living up to his father’s reputation for strength. Thomas had been, at best, a casual fan of the NFL. He knew very little about how football was actually played but tried to use this to portray in his work the struggle of a son and a successful, domineering father to sustain a relationship, the pressures inherent in a society of privilege for which alcohol and drugs are a distraction and release, and the desire for, but also the crushing vise of, fame and expectation. In the book, the son channels whatever toughness he inherits from his father into pointless and frequent fist fights, something else Thomas knew little about, and he tried to keep the whole thing informed by a religious point of view, however guardedly expressed. It was a metaphor. It was trying to be authentic. It was, as he had noted, rushed to the marketplace—not by Dennis; his father wouldn’t let him work with Dennis, who wouldn’t have wanted to work with him, anyway, without molding him—but by another agent and publisher willing to capitalize on the Kanka name. The reviewers said as much. They said some nice things, too, but as Thomas had remarked earlier, he wished he could unwrite every word.

He was thinking, too, of how Steve with his own craft had described the same experience. “Hard drinking and hard loving.” That must be marketing language, another way to position alcoholic self-medication and emotional abuse.

Thomas’s own marriage had broken down because of, among other things, his unwillingness to have a child.

His mother was sitting on the couch beside the lit fireplace, recently converted to gas, when he and Pilot returned. “Ellen still talking to her sponsor?” he asked.

“No,” Beth said. “She went to a meeting.”

“Did you drive her?”

“No. There’s one up at St. James. She rode her bike.”

“In this weather?”

His mother shrugged.

“Maybe I can pick her up. Well, I’m going to make herbal tea. Do you want some?”

“If you’re making it, sure.”

Pilot waited politely for a biscuit while Thomas made the tea. When he carried two steaming cups into the front room and set one of them down next to his mother, Pilot jumped up on the couch beside her and lay down. Thomas sat on one of the overstuffed chairs adjacent. “I have something to say to you,” he said.

Beth waited.

“I don’t believe your story about the cottage being robbed.”

“My story? You’ve seen the police report.”

“Yes, but it’s the story you told the police. Look—how do I put this… I’m on your side. I’ll help you. But you made the whole thing up.”

She started to speak. Stopped.

“Mom, Ellen has a tell. She probably has half a dozen tells. Dennis doesn’t know her, and Steve never paid much attention to her, but I have, and I know when she’s hiding something. She was overselling the robbery explanation a little bit, trying to make it sound like she’s something of an authority on meth addicts burgling houses when in fact she’s more qualified to comment on rich girls getting fall-down drunk at airports. No offense.”

She inclined her head.

“You both kept referring to details that were not necessarily corroborated by the report. Like how you assume there’s more than one thief. Maybe there’d have to be if they were on foot, but someone could have also parked a vehicle there and done it alone. You said it happened at night, but it’s just as likely, maybe even more likely, to have happened during the day. You said they went out the back door. Why? Why not the front? Or back out the window if it’s the most hidden—if not, why use the window at all? And Ellen, or you, told the police it was part of a string of other burglaries. That was new to them, it sounds like.”

The tea was still too hot to sip. “That doesn’t mean it didn’t happen like that,” Thomas continued, “but you’re too willing to provide details. Maybe that’s natural enough, trying to make sense of what happened, but you also slipped up when you described the contents of dad’s memory chest or whatever it was. Earlier you said you didn’t know what was in it except for his manuscript and some old photos. But then you said with some certainty it held his discharge papers and grandma’s jewelry.”

“I was just speculating,” she offered.

“Maybe. But it’s just too much, and too inconsistent.”

Thomas paused a moment to test his tea. Firelight dappled a room slipping into evening. On the couch, Pilot had backed his rump up to Beth’s thigh and lay curled up with his snout on his paws, idly watching them. “Let me say it again,” Thomas said. “I’m on your side. If you want to fake a burglary to get rid of dad’s manuscript, I’ll help you. But we have to be more careful. For starters, let’s not let Ellen talk anymore. If I can get suspicious, so can a private detective, I imagine. Going forward, say it’s our policy that Ellen won’t comment on this because it’s so upsetting it could cause her to relapse.”

“Your father wasn’t ready to publish that, no matter what Dennis says. No matter what Larry said, when he was alive. I’m sorry about all this, Tom. If it seems desperate or maniacal, it’s because I really thought I had no other choice. This thing was headed to court. I don’t really understand the legal possibilities, but either Dennis would get that manuscript, or he’d get a substantial amount of money out of the estate that should go to you kids and the grandkids—that’s really what Larry wanted.” She took a deep breath and laid a hand on Pilot. “Whatever else was wrong in our marriage, I owed your father that. To see his true wishes carried out, despite what he may have said. He said a lot of things he didn’t necessarily mean.”

“I think Steve’s interest in this project is going to help us. He doesn’t care if he gets the book back or not.”

“Yes, that’s very surprising and kind of lucky. And, honestly, a more fitting end to your dad’s career. Preserve the mystery. Keep them guessing. Keep them appreciating. Your dad would have liked that. Maybe does, like it, wherever he is.” She chased a spirit around the room with widow’s eyes.

“Where’s the manuscript now? Have you already destroyed it?”

“Not yet. I don’t know why. I think I was, just, waiting to see how this would go.”

Thomas said, “I have one request then.”

She nodded. “You’ll have a hell of a time deciphering his pencil marks. It really is as wild as Dennis says. How much time do you need?”

“Maybe…maybe this weekend. I’ll read through the typewritten words once, take a pass at trying to understand his revisions, then…” Her eyes followed the turn of his chin to the gas fire.

They sat for a while watching it. Pilot let out a dog’s comfortable, collapsing sigh, his black fur merging with the fabric of the couch and the night penetrating the room.

“Want me to get it now?”

“No,” he said. “Tomorrow. When I’m fresh.”

“Okay. What would you like for dinner?”

* * * *

He was up before anyone else. More snow had fallen, and it filled the windows with soft blue light as the sun crept over the suburbs. He made coffee. When it was ready, he carried a cup of it into the front room, lit the fire, and sat on the chair. The manuscript of Gin Season, a pile of printed pages about four inches high, was on the coffee table in front of him. For the first time in many years, he was alone with his father. He turned over the top page and began to read. When he had read a few pages, ignoring the copious penciled arrows, lines and words, he couldn’t help muttering, “Damn you.”
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The Case of the Missing Necklace,
by Hal Charles

Parking her cruiser in Krissy’s driveway, State Police Detective Kelly Stone couldn’t help but notice the junk accumulated on her sister’s front porch—some 2x4s, plasterboard, a used bucket of drywall mud, a large kitchen faucet, junction boxes, and 12-gauge wire.

“Spring cleaning run amok?” said Kelly to her sister, who had opened the front door.

“Can you believe the electrical, plumbing, and drywall all had to be fixed at once?” responded her sister, “but that’s not the real reason I called you.” She took a deep breath. “This morning somebody stole Grandmother Casey’s exotic necklace, the one she found in Africa.”

Kelly was immediately suspicious. “On the same day you had all these house problems?”

“And house repairers.” The sisters sat down at the kitchen table. “It all started when the kitchen sink faucet wouldn’t work. Before Scott headed out the door to assess flood damage in the eastern parts of the county, he called a new plumber because our usual one couldn’t get to us for three days.”

“Your husband is busier than I am,” commented Kelly.

“Well, Brad, the new plumber, had to rip out some wallboard to get to the pipes, so he recommended a carpenter for the repair. Thad came right over, did the job, but claimed he’d found damaged electrical wiring behind the wall. He said he’d help me out and called some guy named Dwayne, who showed up almost immediately. What a morning!”

“And Grandmother Casey’s necklace?”

“Before all the chaos started, Brad reminded me we were going to the Little Theater’s award ceremony tonight. I’m up for a Best Actress award for my performance as Helen Stoner in Conan Doyle’s ‘The Speckled Band.’”

“And I’ll be there to see you win,” said Kelly.

“Thanks for the confidence, sis. Anyway, while he dressed in our bedroom, I got out the necklace and sat it on my dresser. After all, I don’t get many opportunities to wear it. Then the home repair crisis struck, and I forgot all about it.”

“Let me guess. After Dwayne the electrician left, you went back to the bedroom, and the necklace was missing.”

“Exactly,” said Krissy.

“Did you leave any of the tradesmen alone at any time this morning?”

“Let’s see. Brad the plumber had me go turn off the main water shut-off valve, which took forever to find downstairs. Thad the carpenter also asked me to go back downstairs to Scott’s workshop for some wood and drywall. He said if we had the materials it would keep the costs down.”

“And I bet Dwayne the electrician sent you downstairs to turn off the proper circuit breakers.”

Krissy thought for a moment. “Why, yes.”

“So each handyman had an opportunity to perform a quick search of your house.”

“Uh huh. Do you think the three of them were in it together?”

“Hard to tell,” said the detective, “yet.”

“So, are you going to grill each one?”

“I’m not sure that would work,” admitted the detective, “unless the thief outright confessed. I don’t suppose you have any cameras in the house?”

“I know that always works on TV,” said Krissy, “but once the kids became teenagers we thought the baby and nanny cams would invade their private space, so we took them out.”

“You’re not making it any easier on me,” said Kelly.

“With all the crime around me this past year,” said Krissy, “I almost feel cursed.”

Kelly stared at her sister as a wild idea formed. “I think we can smoke out the thief or thieves if you’re willing to use your little theater experience and make some phone calls.”

SOLUTION (What performance did Kelly direct?)

Acting on Krissy’s word choice, Kelly had her sister call each of the handymen and explain how if they had touched the necklace, they might be subjected to the famed “Kenyan Curse.” In her best performance, Krissy explained how the necklace was covered with a slow-acting poison and that if treatment were not immediate, the penalty for illegal touching would be death. Kelly was waiting at the local hospital’s ER when a panicked Dwayne the electrician came running in, shouting he had been cursed. Krissy won Best Actress twice that day.
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