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THE CAT’S MEOW

Welcome to Black Cat Weekly.

This time, we have a pair of original mysteries—tales by Steve Liskow (courtesy of Acquiring Editor Michael Bracken) and M.A. Blume, plus a terrific tale by Steve Hockensmith (which typography nuts like me will enjoy, courtesy of Acquiring Editor Barb Goffman). The mystery novel is by Avery Gaul, and of course we have a solve-it-yourself puzzler from Hal Charles.

On the science fiction side, we have a novel by Golden Age author Arthur Leo Zagat, an early—and quite silly—fantasy from Harlan Ellison, space opera from Edmond Hamilton, and straight-up SF tales from John Victor Peterson and Manly Bannister. Lots of fun.

Here’s the lineup:

Cover: Ron Miller

Mysteries / Suspense / Adventure:

“The Grifted Age” by Steve Liskow [Michael Bracken Presents short story]

“Deadly Reunion” by Hal Charles [Solve-It-Yourself Mystery]

“i” by Steve Hockensmith [Barb Goffman Presents short story]

“Pretty Is As Pretty Does,” by M.A. Blume [short story]

Five Nights at the Five Pines, by Avery Gaul [novel]

Science Fiction & Fantasy:

“Classified Object,” by John Victor Peterson [short story]

“The Annals of Aardvark,” by Harlan Ellison [short story]

“The Great Illusion,” by Manly Bannister [short story]

“The Star-Stealers,” by Edmond Hamilton [short story]

The Two Moons of Tranquillia, by Arthur Leo Zagat [novel]

Until next time, happy reading!

—John Betancourt

Editor, Black Cat Weekly
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THE GRIFTED AGE,
by Steve Liskow

Zach Barnes is a rook behind in computer chess when the man taps on his office door, glass, like the entire former storefront so Barnes can watch traffic on the Berlin Turnpike when he gets tired of losing at chess. He stands and motions the man inside.

“What can I do for you?”

The man is a couple of inches shorter than Barnes’s six-one and looks soft around the waist even though he’s a few years younger. He wears khakis and a white shirt, open at the collar, and what may be a perpetual squint.

“Um, you follow people, is that right?”

“If the situation calls for it,” Barnes says. “I’ve been known to make balloon animals, too, but there’s less demand.”

The guy frowns. No sense of humor, a bad sign. Barnes motions to the two chairs across from his desk and slides a legal pad in front of him. Old school.

“Who would you want me to follow, and why?”

“My wife.” The man clears his throat. “It’s complicated.”

“That’s good,” Barnes says. “I’m expensive.”

The man taps his fingers on the arm of the chair. “No, seriously, we’re… I think…well, things aren’t going well, if you know what I mean.”

Barnes can think of several possibilities. “This might work better if you start at the beginning. What’s your name?”

“Um, Pyne. David Pyne, with a ‘Y.’”

Barnes jots that down.

“My wife and I…well, our marriage is getting a little rocky, and… I think we’re going to get a divorce.”

“I’m sorry to hear that, Mr. Pyne, but I’m an investigator, not a social worker.”

“Yes, yes, I know. I get that. But there’s a problem.”

“Obviously.”

“No, my wife…she comes from a wealthy family, and we signed a pre-nup. She’s worth about ten times what I’m worth and if we divorce, I don’t get anything. But I think she’s cheating on me. I need proof so I can go to court and break the pre-nup.”

Barnes jots “wife cheat?” on his pad. “Who do you think she’s cheating with?”

“Uh, I don’t know. It’s just…well, she’s different. It’s hard to explain.”

“If it were hard to explain, you wouldn’t have noticed it.”

“Uh, well, she’s… I’m teaching a night class now—I’m in the English department at Northern—and I get home late. Some nights, she’s not home when I get back. When I ask her about it, she says she’s been out with friends, but she’s not in any clubs or groups that meet at night.”

“Any friends in particular that she’s named?”

“No.”

“You teach at NCSU, so do you live up north, too?”

“Simsbury.”

“What’s your wife’s name?”

“Taylor. She was Taylor Dinsmore before we married. That was eight, no, almost nine years ago.”

“When was the first time you got home, and she wasn’t there?”

“I don’t remember. I didn’t think much about it until it happened several times.”

“You asked about it, and she said she’d been out with friends.”

“Right. Once, she said she’d been at the mall, but she didn’t have any shopping bags. She said she returned something to a store and got a refund. But the stores would have been closed for hours by then.”

Barnes taps his pen against a front tooth and Pyne clears his throat.

“Listen, neither of us is very social. Taylor stays in touch with a couple of friends from college, her family, and that’s about it. Well, maybe a couple of women she knows at the health club.”

“How late does she get home when she returns?”

“Ten.” Pyne’s squint deepens. “A few minutes one way or the other. It’s not like she’s rolling in at dawn.”

“Is she usually home when you leave for your class?”

“Yes.”

Barnes shakes his head. “Frankly, Mr. Pyne, this doesn’t sound like it’s worth my time or your money, especially if I follow her a couple of times and find her with friends. If you’re really concerned, I suggest you try couples therapy and talk things out. It would cost less than I would, and you might get more out of it.”

“But if she wants a divorce, I’ll get…”

“I understand that. But has she said anything about a divorce or being unhappy?”

“Well, no, but…”

Barnes looks out the glass front of his office, formerly a real estate office, a carpet outlet, and a nail salon. Heat shimmers off the parking lot between him and the road where traffic resembles a multi-colored snake.

“When will you have another night class?”

“Thursday, tomorrow. It’s a seminar on nineteenth century American Lit, Twain, Howells, and James. It runs from six to eight.”

“Tomorrow.” Barnes looks at his blotter calendar. “That means you would leave home at…five or so?”

“I have a class in the afternoon, so I leave about noon. I’ll get home around nine.”

“So, your wife could leave any time after noon.” Barnes sees a long day ahead of him. “Let me print out a contract, and I’ll follow her tomorrow. If nothing comes of it, I’m out unless you can give me a good reason to continue.”

Pyne frowns. “That’s all?”

Barnes nods. “Do you have a recent photograph of your wife on your phone?”

“Uh, wait a minute.”

Pyne produces his cell phone and turns the screen to Barnes. A dark-haired woman stares out of the picture, a slight smile on her face. Barnes slides one of his business cards across the desk.

“Send that picture to the email address on this card and I’ll print out a contract.”

Half an hour later, Pyne walks back to a Toyota parked in the shade. He has given Barnes a hundred-dollar retainer, his wife’s license plate, and their home address. Barnes turns to his computer to find the location in Simsbury when the door opens again.

The woman is so well-dressed Barnes is sure she’s in the wrong place. Her pleated slacks and silk blouse definitely didn’t come from T.J. Maxx, and her haircut may have cost as much as her shoes. A bracelet of polished stones rattles on her left wrist and a matching necklace fills the “V” of her blouse. Barnes recognizes her from the photograph he hasn’t even downloaded yet.

“Are you Zachary Barnes?”

“I am.” He rises from the computer chess game. “Ms. Pyne?”

She stands in the doorway while traffic passes behind her. Some cars pull into the gas station across the boulevard or the fast-food places on either side of Barnes’s office. Her eyes find every feng shui violation before she moves to the same chair her husband occupied. She crosses her legs and stares at Barnes.

“Why was David here?”

“If he wanted you to know, he would have told you.”

The woman’s face goes blank. “He’s my husband, so it’s my business.”

The woman is only medium height, but she projects the energy of someone who has performed on stage. “Why were you following him?”

“Who says I was following him?”

Barnes opens his computer again and the chess game comes up. “I only play one game at a time.”

The woman slowly releases her breath. “David and I…well, it’s complicated.”

“He said that too.” Barnes moves a bishop and keeps his eyes on his monitor until he hears a sigh.

“All right. David and I are having a few problems. I think he’s seeing someone.”

“You mean romantically?”

“That’s not the word I would use. I’d like to hire you to follow him and find who he’s screwing besides me.”

“Sorry.” Barnes turns back to the woman, not beautiful, but certainly attractive and intelligent. Her body language shows she’s used to having her way, too, probably that money thing her husband mentioned.

“That would be a conflict of interest. But if you like, I can give you the names of a couple of other investigators in the area.”

She frowns but stays silent. Barnes keeps his eyes on the chess game. The situation sounds like a set-up for a sitcom on bad cable.

“How long have you been married?”

“Didn’t David tell you?”

“I want to hear if you agree.”

She looks at her perfectly manicured nails. “Nine years this coming October.”

Over the next half hour, Barnes confirms that David Pyne, who does indeed teach at Northern Connecticut State University, holds a doctorate in literature from Berkeley (Why isn’t he teaching at a major college with a higher profile?) and is in his tenure year, aiming to become a full professor.

“And he’s bringing the extra tension home?” Barnes asks.

Taylor Pyne clears her throat and looks toward the traffic. “That’s one way to put it. And he’s not relieving it. At least, not with me.”

Barnes knows a brick wall when he approaches it.

“Ms. Pyne, since your husband is a client, I can’t help you right now. All I can suggest is that you call one of the other investigators I can recommend, or that you give it a couple of weeks.”

The woman stares at him, then pulls out her phone.

“Give me your email and phone,” she says.

He hands her one of his business cards and wonders how this can end well.

When she stalks across the hot asphalt back to her Mercedes, he notices that the license plate matches what her husband gave him. At least someone has told the truth about something.

* * * *

Five hours later, Barnes has dressed down to jeans and a T-shirt and sits next to Beth Shepard, whose name is on the mortgage along with his. She wears cut-offs that showcase long, lightly-tanned legs, and a University of Connecticut T-shirt with a smiling husky on her chest. He’s jealous of the dog.

Across from them, Jim Leslie sits on a couch, the sun on the grassy hillside of Walnut Hill Park across the street reflecting through his porch window and turning him into a middle-aged Leprechaun. The aromas of Jim’s beef bourguignon with sweet potatoes and a home-made apple pie drift from the dining room. Jim has two hobbies: woodworking and cooking, and he’s good at both of them.

“The book’s due out in two months, November thirtieth,” he says. “Samuel Clemens’s birthday. And we’re launching the book at the Mark Twain house that night. Svet worked out the details.”

His companion, Svetlana Melanova Thirst, wears shorts that might be tattooed on her hips. Her smile makes Barnes think of a cobra in heat, if there is such a thing, and her brown hair is a spiky cut that suggests Tinker Bell gone very, very bad. She nods.

“Elzbieta will sign copies of the book after her performance.”

“I don’t really perform,” Beth says.

“You’re a story-teller,” Jim says. “You tell everyone how you came up with the idea and wrote the book. That’s a performance. And it sells a lot of books.”

Beth has published nearly fifty stories and a historical novel under her real name, “E. C. Shepard,” and Jim’s publisher pays her fifty thousand dollars a year to be the public face of romance novelist “Taliesyn Holroyd.” Romance readers expect the writer to be female, so only a half-dozen people, including the four people in Jim’s living room, know that he writes the New York Times bestsellers.

“An hour?” she says. “Give or take?”

“That is correct.” Svet’s syllables click like scissors. “Not counting the signing.”

“Have you picked excerpts for me to read?” Beth asks.

“I’ve got a bunch of possible,” Jim says. “I’ll email them to you.”

“One funny and one sexy,” Beth says. “But not too hot. You know how easily I blush.”

“All over,” Barnes adds.

“That’s not at signings.” Beth slaps his arm and turns back to Jim. “Anything special you want me to talk about for this one?”

They’ve done this before, so often Barnes has lost count. Beth and Jim prepare the readings and Beth reads the excerpts and answers questions. Since she’s also a writer, it’s easy to play the role.

Jim shrugs. “Basically ‘buy the book,’ but I can give you a few stories about where the idea came from. You know your audience and what they like to hear.”

“And see,” Svet adds. The audience will be heavily female, but a few women will drag husbands or boyfriends along, too, so Beth provides serious eye candy for them, too, five-ten barefoot, with natural champagne-blond hair and eyes she calls “ultramarine blue,” like in the box of Crayolas she received for her sixth birthday.

“It’ll be chilly by November,” Beth says. “Maybe a sweater and skirt, Barbie Coed?”

“It’s time we update the website anyway,” Svet says. “We will post new pictures before the signing.” Svet runs the Taliesyn Holroyd website and takes the photos that change regularly. “We can put you in stilettos with a short plaid skirt.”

“Umm, maybe not,” Jim says. “Don’t want to scare the kids.”

Svet helps Jim research the torrid sex scenes that have much to do with the popularity of his novels. She and Jim would live together except that she has a cat, and he is violently allergic. He lives half a block down from the New Britain Museum of American Art, in the house he bought after winning the Connecticut lottery and retiring as a history teacher. He started writing the novels when he moved in, and he has restored the building one room at a time between books.

“There’s a kind of synchronicity to this,” Beth says. “Me pretending to be Tally at the Clemens house where he used a pseudonym too.”

“Everything that goes around comes around,” Jim says. “I’ll email the excerpts to you, and you can play around with them. We’ve got two months.”

Kids play baseball on the diamond across the street from Jim’s front porch, their voices cutting through the humidity. Jim sits up straighter, as if he’s about to give his class the homework for the next day.

“If things work out, you might not be the only big event for Twain’s birthday,” he says. “I got an email yesterday from the House. One of the perks of making a big donation is that I—well, Taliesyn Holroyd—is an honorary member of the Board of Directors.”

“Which made arranging this signing rather easy,” Svet adds.

“Right,” Jim says. “But once in a while they send interesting news along to the website.”

Beth arches her eyebrows so her blue eyes seem big as dimes.

“Like what?”

“Well, it’s too early to be sure it’s legit, but someone has offered the House a partial Mark Twain manuscript they say they’ve found.”

The others stare at him.

“You’re kidding.” Beth’s eyes gleam.

“Like I said, they’re not sure. I don’t have the whole story, but—how much do you know about the Clemens family in Hartford?”

Barnes read Huckleberry Finn in high school and one or two other works in college. Beth was a lit major and holds an MFA in creative writing.

“He is one of my favorite authors,” Svet says, “second only to the Marquis de Sade.”

“Okay.” Jim slides into teacher mode. “You know he and his family lived in Hartford for about twenty years, right? When he was writing some of his best-known work, Huck, Connecticut Yankee, Life on the Mississippi? Well, the family left the house in the mid-eighteen nineties and went to Europe for a few years, then they came back and built Stormfield, the house in Redding. By then, Clemens’s wife had died and only Jean, the last daughter, lived with him. But he had a secretary who typed for him.”

“Typed?” Beth says. “You mean like a real typewriter? Or that typesetting machine he blew so much money on?”

“A typewriter. Now someone claims they’re a descendant of the secretary, and Clemens was dictating a novel to her before he died. She held on to it, and it got lost in the family junk until someone found it and gave it a second look.”

“That sounds bogus,” Beth says. Barnes agrees.

“Yeah,” Jim says. “The researchers and curator are pretty skeptical, too, but can you imagine if it turns out to be real? Twain died in nineteen ten, and as far as we know, he didn’t type any of his other books. He said once that he typed Tom Sawyer, but that’s been pretty much proven wrong. We know that he had rheumatism or arthritis as he got older, so maybe…”

Barnes sips his coffee. “How much of a book is it?”

“Maybe eighty or a hundred pages, typed. Nowhere near a complete novel.”

“God,” Beth says. “If it’s real, can you imagine what that would sell for?”

“Easily six figures,” Svet says.

They let that sink in. Jim breaks the silence again.

“But they may not know for months. They’ll examine the writing, the paper, the ink, and the typing, and try to track down the family connections. I get the impression there’s not much of a paper trail to show how the person got possession of the thing.”

“But if it’s real…” Beth’s voice drifts toward the ceiling.

“They could make the announcement at your signing,” Svet says. “Perhaps even unveil it.”

“That’s a real long shot,” Jim says. “If it’s authentic, bargaining could go on for months, too, unless this guy wants to donate it for free, which I kind of doubt.”

Dusk creeps across the park and street as Barnes escorts Beth back to the car for their drive home.

“I still can’t believe that whole manuscript thing,” she says.

“Me neither,” he says. “After over a hundred years. I still think it’s too good to be true.”

“They think I’m Tally because of the pictures,” Beth says. “Maybe tomorrow I’ll call the Museum. Or, better still, visit and see what else they’ll tell me.”

“Can’t hurt,” Barnes says. It sounds more intriguing than his own Thursday.

* * * *

The next day, Barnes selects dark slacks and a windowpane shirt before setting Google Maps for the Pynes’ address in Simsbury. The town, known locally as “Simsboring,” is a wealthy enclave a few miles northwest of Hartford, the heart of WASP Connecticut, so Barnes has to look reasonably respectable. He stops at a car wash to do the best he can with his dark Honda before going to watch Taylor Pyne.

The voice on his phone guides him off I-84 and up Hopmeadow Road, the local name for Route 10. A few turns later, he finds what he both expected and feared. The Pynes’ home, a gray Dutch colonial, sits in a heavily residential area, which means he won’t be able to park his car and watch for too long without attracting attention. He eases to the side of the road a hundred yards from their driveway, pulls out his phone and pretends to talk to someone.

The sun beats through his windshield and turns the car to a sauna. He cracks the windows and hopes that Taylor will go somewhere soon. During the next two hours, he moves his car twice and wishes there were cross streets he could use. He worries that some neighborhood-watch type will notice him and check him out. When school buses drop kids off, he worries about that even more.

During his career, he’s trailed dozens of husbands and wives, finding them cheating more often than not, but he’s never encountered a husband and wife who suspect each other. Neither David nor Taylor has mentioned any of the classic signs of infidelity, either. No changes in bedroom behavior or appetite, no strange phone calls or text messages, no diet or change in clothing tastes.

He will watch Taylor until evening, and if she doesn’t go anywhere, he’ll tell David so and quit. Since the woman showed up at his office after following her own husband, she may suspect that she’s being watched and stay home.

At three forty, the Pynes’ garage door inches upward and Taylor’s Mercedes eases down the driveway. Barnes slouches behind his steering wheel, but the woman turns left, away from him. He follows her back to Hopmeadow, where traffic is heavy enough to hide more easily. She retraces Barnes’s route and eases off I-84 by West Farms Mall.

Barnes finds a parking space only six cars down from her outside JCPenney, and debates following her into the mall. She wears white shorts and a candy-striped top and looks like a typical affluent housewife, designer purse over her shoulder. He finally decides to earn his money and watches her work her way down the top level of the mall: Talbots, a Skechers, Coach, a jewelry store, and finally Macy’s women at the opposite end of the building from where they entered.

She pauses by the cosmetics counter and pulls her phone from her purse. She studies the screen, then puts the phone away and walks toward the exit.

Barnes’s pulse speeds up. If she’s meeting someone, his own car is a fast ten-minute walk away. Taylor lets the automatic doors swing open and emerges onto the parking lot. Barnes is sixty feet behind her when she turns down an aisle and a car backs out of a space. It’s a Porsche, blue and new, too far away to read the license plate, but it bears Connecticut colors. Taylor opens the passenger door and gets in.

The car approaches an exit, stops at the stop sign, and turns right. That road leads to New Britain or West Hartford. In less than a quarter mile, it picks up I-84, either East or West, which means Taylor Pyne could be on her way to anywhere in the state before he even reaches his own car.

Barnes weighs his choices. He can either go back to his office, or he can wait around the parking lot for Taylor to return to her own car. It’s nearly five o’clock, which means if she’s true to form, she won’t return for another four hours or more. She can rack up a lot of mileage in four hours. In more ways than one.

He works his way back down the mall to a Ruby Tuesdays and orders a salad and coffee. He eats apple pie for dessert, uses the restroom, and stops at the CVS to buy two magazines and the New York Times. He has lots of time to kill.

When Taylor returns, he’ll follow the other car. Maybe he’ll be able to get a name and address.

If his luck continues the way it has gone so far, maybe he won’t.

He reads both magazines and is sixty pages into the novel when Taylor Pyne materializes next to her car. Whoever she met must have dropped her off at the other end of the mall.

Barnes follows her out of the parking lot onto I-84, and watches her take the Route 4 exit, which means she’s heading home. He turns toward his own home and realizes he’ll have to text David Pyne the next day that he’s probably correct and his wife is cheating. And he doesn’t have a license number or a photograph.

* * * *

Barnes eases his car into the garage next to Beth’s and sees lights in two upstairs windows. He stops in the kitchen to get an apple from the refrigerator, then eases upstairs. The light is on in the bedroom, but Rufus, Beth’s tiger cat, stares back at him from the center of the bed. He continues down the hall to the room they use as an office.

Sure enough, Beth’s fingers fly across her laptop, words appearing on the screen with alarming speed. He moves closer, careful not to break her concentration. She’s been working on at least two short stories, but not making much progress on either of them, so if she’s broken through whatever the problem was, he doesn’t want to get in her way. He hears her mumbling under her breath, which means she’s in her zone, dictating to herself.

She wears one of his old shirts, barely hanging on her shoulders but falling across her thighs at the desk. He eases out of the room before she notices him. When she gets this involved, she may type for another five minutes, or she may go for hours.

He eats his apple, drops the core into the garbage and returns to the bedroom where Rufus watches him undress. He joins the cat on the bed and scratches its ears.

A half-hour later, Beth wanders into the room, her eyes half closed, and her face flushed.

“Oh.” She blinks and her eyes regain focus. “How long have you been back? I didn’t even hear you.”

“I didn’t want to bother you,” he says. “It looked like you were on a roll.”

“Yeah. With a little luck, maybe I can finish it tomorrow.”

“Great.”

She looks at him again. “Bad day? I know it was a long one.”

He sighs. “I was tailing someone, but I think she knew it. She lost me at West Farms Mall.”

“Well, that sucks. If she’s on to you, what happens next?”

“I call her husband tomorrow and tell him.”

Beth sheds the shirt like water running off a duck’s back and picks up her glasses case from the nightstand.

“Let me take out my contacts and I’ll be right back.”

The sight of Beth Shepard walking away from him naked almost makes up for his losing Taylor Pyne at the mall. She returns a few minutes later, her gold-framed glasses making her eyes into small ponds.

She sits on the bed and slides her glasses back into the case. Then she lies down with the cat between them. The cat takes one horrified look at bare human skin and bounds off the bed.

“You’re used to following people, you don’t get spotted very often. How could she have caught on to you?”

“She followed her husband to my office yesterday,” he says. “A marriage made in heaven. The two of them trust each other like land mines.”

“The basis of an exciting relationship, I’d say.” She stares at the ceiling thoughtfully. “Maybe I can use that in a story.”

“Nobody would believe it.” She moves closer and he puts his arm around her shoulders.

“Did you get to the Twain House?”

“As a matter of fact, I did.” She rests her head on his shoulder.

“This morning, I read through the excerpts Jim sent me. I like a couple of them, so maybe I’ll test them on you in a day or two. Then, this afternoon, I signed up online and went over to the Mark Twain House for one of their tours. After that, I talked to one of the curators about that manuscript.”

“They’d talk with you about that before it’s made public?”

“Hey, I’m Taliesyn Holroyd, remember? Six-figure donor and honorary member of the Board of Directors. And a celebrity doing a signing in the fall. And he was a guy. They found room to squeeze me in.”

“I thought that was my job.” He looks at her again. Svet claims Beth escaped from a beer poster to become a real live woman, but she’s always denied it.

She shifts her shoulders, and he carefully ignores the other parts that move.

“The tour was great. The woman guiding us—is that a docent? I never remember the word—was dressed as Clara Clemens, one of the daughters. She took us through the house like we were in the eighteen nineties, and I loved it. I may have to go back and do it again.”

Barnes closes his eyes and focuses on her words. “We could do it together sometime, maybe this weekend?”

“You ever been there?”

He shakes his head.

“I’m embarrassed to say I hadn’t either. And I’m a writer.” Her voice fades as if she’s watching herself walk through the house again. “The Living History Tour features an actor impersonating one of the people who really lived in the house. One of the family or a servant. And they talk as if they’re back in that time. They won’t answer a question they couldn’t have back then.”

She sighs and continues. “That would be a fun job, even if you have to memorize a script that’s over an hour long and be able to improvise off it.”

“I know you acted a little in school,” he says.

“Yeah, I did two musicals, I could dance well enough to be in the chorus, but I’m not a great singer, and I don’t think I could lecture and stay in character. Plus, I don’t look right for any of the roles.”

“Musicals.” Barnes says softly.

“I was a maid in My Fair Lady, and one of the Hot Box Girls in Guys and Dolls.” She clears her throat. “No cracks, all right?”

“I would never.” He forces his eyes open before the thought fully forms.

“Of course not. Anyway, Beverly, the guide playing Clara, got me in to talk to one of the curators and a researcher. Joseph Fischer was the curator, and Gina something.”

“Um-hmm. You’re killing me here.”

“Okay. In the mid-eighteen nineties, the family went to Europe for a few years. When they came back, Olivia—that’s Clemens’s wife—was in poor health and didn’t want to return to the house where their daughter Susie died suddenly, so they built Stormfield, in Redding, and moved in there. After Olivia died, Clemens lived there with Jean, the younger daughter, and a secretary named Isabel Lyons.”

“For how long?”

“Well, he died in nineteen ten, so four or five years. Jean died of a seizure a few years before that. But neither Jean nor Clara trusted that secretary. I guess they caught her stealing household stuff, or thought she was, anyway. And she got power of attorney over Clemens’s affairs a couple of years before he died, so Clara tried to keep an eye on things even though she was married and moved away.”

“Clara sounds like she was either really sharp or really paranoid.”

“They told me she lived into the nineteen sixties and actually drew floor plans to show where the original furniture was in the house. And she let Hal Holbrook perform his Mark Twain impersonation for her so she could help him get the voice right.”

Barnes frowns. “How old was she then?”

“Eighty-eight.” The cat appears again and looms over Beth’s shoulder.

“Anyway, Clemens had rheumatism or arthritis by then, so Lyons typed all of his correspondence. The manuscript that’s being offered is supposedly something he was working on when his health began to go downhill.”

“What is it, another novel?”

Beth murmurs. “I’m naked, you don’t like me naked, remember? That’s Dad’s job.”

It takes Barnes a minute to realize that she’s talking to the cat.

“It sounds like it might be satire, and it’s set in Hartford. About a crooked politician who’s ripping off everyone in sight. It’s called The Greedy Age, or, in some spots, The Guilty Age, like he hasn’t decided yet, and I got the impression that some of the characters may be based on local people.”

“Does it seem real?”

“The style sounds like Twain’s later work, when he became more and more bitter and disillusioned. And the references seem accurate. But they’re trying to match the typing to his other documents, and they don’t have his real typewriter. They have one that’s the same model, more or less, so they’re looking at the font. The paper seems old, but they’re still checking that out too.”

“How did the guy who donated the manuscript get it?”

“Woman. Isabel Lyons apparently kept the papers when Clemens died, and they were in a trunk that just got passed around the family from generation to generation. Lyons died in nineteen fifty-eight, and this woman claims she’s one of her descendants, great grandniece twice removed or something. She was going through her attic to clean it out and found the trunk. She said she’d never even looked in it before. It had old clothes and magazines and stuff, and underneath all that, she found a box of typed pages. She saw Twain’s name on them and contacted the Twain people.”

“That sounds kind of dicey to me,” Barnes says.

Beth shifts carefully. “They think so, too, so they’re double-checking everything. If they can’t be sure of where the manuscript really came from, they might turn it down no matter how real everything else looks.”

“How much of a novel is it?” Barnes asks. “Jim said he thought eighty or a hundred pages.”

“Yeah, Gina says eighty-three typed pages. There are a few cross-outs, but it’s a fairly clean copy. And it seems to be going somewhere, like Clemens or Twain already had it worked out in his head. There don’t seem to be any notes or outlines, or least, there weren’t any with the manuscript. But he didn’t usually outline.”

“So, it might be legit?”

Beth shrugs. “I think she’d love it to be real but doubts it. The woman offering it says she had an expert look at it, and he thought it was the real thing.”

“Did the curator give you the name of the woman?”

“Um, Keisha something. Keisha something Yates. She lives west of New Haven, near Redding, where Clemens lived.”

Beth slides a finger down Rufus’s back and watches the cat’s fur ripple. “She says the man who looked at it was a Twain scholar, her niece had him for a class and suggested him. He teaches at Northern.”

Barnes’s eyes open wide. It couldn’t be.

“What’s his name?”

“David Pyne.” Beth studies his face. “You know him?”

“Yeah,” he says.

Well, he thinks, he has to talk to David Pyne again anyway.

* * * *

Barnes texts Pyne Friday morning, and the man responds that his last class will finish at noon. At one fifteen, he enters Barnes’s office, dressed the same as before, but now Barnes sees him as far more interesting than two days earlier.

“I followed your wife yesterday,” he says. “Late in the afternoon, she drove to West Farms Mall and parked her car outside JCPenney. I followed her inside, and she met someone at the other end of the mall, and they drove off together. I lost her.”

Pyne frowns. “Tell me you’re joking.”

“No. She followed you to this office two days ago. Which means she knew you hired me to follow her. She must have set this up just to give you a message.”

“That bitch.” Pyne glares at the desk, then the traffic, then at Barnes.

“Mr. Pyne—”

“Doctor. I have a PhD.”

“All right, excuse me, Doctor Pyne. Your wife knows me now. I’m not going to be able to follow her again, and it doesn’t seem necessary. She didn’t come back to her car for nearly four hours. She was with someone else, and she doesn’t care if you know it.”

Pyne’s frown resembles a child pouting.

“If you want to pursue this, I can recommend some other investigators in the area, but that’s the best I can do. Or you can sit down and have a serious talk. Or you can try counseling, couples therapy. I think I said that the other day. But I can’t help you anymore.”

Pyne’s fists clench on the arms of his chair and he stares out at the traffic, becoming heavy on a Friday afternoon.

“Christ,” he says. “Now what?”

“Now I present you with my invoice and ask if you are going to pay with a check or a credit card,” Barnes says. “Six hours at eighty-five dollars each is five hundred ten dollars, plus sales tax.”

He hands the print-out to Pyne who seems disappointed when it doesn’t burst into flame. Barnes runs his credit card through his card reader and prints out a receipt.

“Are you the same Pyne who examined a manuscript that might be by Mark Twain?”

Pyne’s eyes widen. “Excuse me?”

“I have a friend who works with the Mark Twain house. Your name came up.”

“Um, I looked at something a few months ago, yes.”

“It’s none of my business, but how did you get involved?”

Pyne sits up straighter. “I did my graduate work at Berkeley. They have most of Clemens’s papers and correspondence there, and my focus was nineteenth-century American Literature, especially the latter half of the century. Twain, James, Crane, London…”

“So, you’re known as an expert.”

“I am.” Pyne fails to keep the pride out of his voice. “I teach a Twain seminar and a Twain and Howells course to seniors.”

“That’s impressive. So how did the woman with the manuscript know about you? Did she attend NCSU?”

“A niece took my class last year, and she gave her my name. She called me last winter, and I said I’d look at what she had.”

“Not for free, of course.”

The question seems to catch Pyne off-balance.

“Oh, no, of course not.”

“What do you think the manuscript is worth if it’s real?”

Even though he’s shorter, Pyne seems to look down his nose at Barnes.

“Clemens has been dead for over a century, so it would be an extremely valuable discovery. Berkeley would certainly be interested, not to mention other colleges. And, of course, the Twain Museum in Hartford. I understand she has approached them first.”

“That’s right,” Barnes says. “Can you give me a number, even a rough guess?”

Pyne stares out at the traffic again.

“If I were the seller, I’d put it up for auction to several colleges and the museum,” he says, “get a bidding war going. And start the bidding at five hundred thousand dollars.”

Barnes is glad he’s sitting down.

“And you think the manuscript is real.”

Pyne shifts in his chair. “I did a computer analysis of the word usage and choices, and Twain’s style in his later work: The Mysterious Stranger, The Man That Corrupted Hadleyburg, some of his letters. Those seemed to match. And the tone was dark enough, so it felt right. Twain was a bitter old man at the end of his life. He outlived his wife and three of his four children, and he felt the country was going to hell in a handbasket.”

“But you weren’t sure.”

Pyne raises his eyebrows. “Sure enough to tell the woman to offer the manuscript. I have a paper set to go to academic publications if it sells, too. I discuss the style and usage.”

Barnes raises his eyebrows. “That would have some clout, wouldn’t it?”

“This is my tenure year. It would help, and a full professorship would mean a nice pay hike.”

Barnes looks at the man’s hands, tapping on the arms of his chair. “Especially attractive if your wife has that pre-nup.”

Pyne stops his tapping. “Speaking of my wife, give me those other investigators’ names.”

“Sure.” Barnes turns back to his computer and pastes contact information for three other investigators into a document and sends it to Pyne’s phone. “How much did you charge the woman for examining the manuscript?”

“Um, a thousand dollars.” Pyne studies his phone. “Actually, since I think the manuscript is real, I should have asked much more.”

“Learn from your mistakes,” Barnes says.

“Like getting married.” Pyne stands, still holding his phone. “Maybe one of these people will help more with that, too.”

“Have a glorious weekend, Doctor Pyne.”

When Pyne leaves, Barnes can admit that he misses the guy slightly less than a bad case of hiccups.

* * * *

Saturday afternoon, Barnes looks at the leaves turning yellow and orange around his backyard and suspects he’s mowing the lawn for the last time until spring. He trims the edges near the garden where he and Beth have a few flowers and the remaining vegetables and mows long swaths parallel to the driveway. He has one more pass to do when his phone vibrates in his jeans pocket. He recognizes the number: James Byrne of Hartford’s Major Crimes division.

“Jimmy.”

“Barnes. Guess why I’m calling.”

Barnes looks at the garage. “It’s not the right season for raffle tickets or the toy drive, so I’m going to go with something more serious.”

Barnes was a police officer until his life and then his career went sideways. Now, Byrne and Tracy Hendrix are the two cops he knows best from the Good Old Days. Tracy’s nickname is “Trash,” so the other detectives call them “Trash and Byrne.”

“Whoa,” Byrne says. “No wonder you’re a detective. What can you tell me about a guy named David Pyne?”

“Um, does that mean what I think it does?”

“If you think he’s dead, yeah. Someone found him in his office at NCSU this morning.”

Barnes grips his phone more tightly. “Let me guess. You found my number in his phone.”

“Damn, like I said, no wonder you’re a detective. What are you working on for him?”

“Nothing now. When did he die?”

“Sometime before he was found. The ME hasn’t given us a time frame yet, but probably eighteen to twenty-four hours ago.”

“At the college, you say.”

“Yeah. We’re trying to find other people who might have been here Saturday and saw him alive, but it could take a while. What were you doing for him?”

Barnes figures he’s not violating any confidence by talking. Pyne won’t complain anyway.

“He thought his wife might be cheating, so he hired me to follow her. But she tailed him to my office and talked to me, too, so she knew the script. I tried to follow her Thursday, but she gave me the slip.”

“Oops.”

“Yeah.”

“Interesting. Security saw Pyne’s car in the lot early this morning and called his phone. Hit voicemail. It was only six a.m., so they were curious. They called his wife, and she said he hadn’t come home the night before.”

Barnes looks at the yard again. “What’s the cause of death?”

“Stabbed. Letter opener from his own desk. Do people even use letter openers anymore, what with email and texting?”

“I think Beth has one on her desk,” Barnes says.

“Well, she’s a writer, so she’s a little weird. I mean, she’s with you, right?”

“I always thought that meant she had impeccable taste.”

“Eh, long shot.” Byrne speaks to someone else and comes back to Barnes.

“Listen, we’re still up here while the techs do their act. You want to meet us at Jennings Road in a few hours?”

“Not really.”

“Oh, Barnes, don’t be like that. We’ve got a new coffee machine.”

Barnes sighs. “Three hours?”

“Perfect.”

* * * *

The Hartford Police Headquarters on Jennings Road has the boxy look of a high school built in the sixties, but with none of the charm. From the parking lot, Barnes can look down the hill at I-91 heading into Hartford, what used to be called The Insurance City, the skyline barely out of arm’s reach. He shows his ID at the reception desk and takes the stairs to Major Crimes.

Tracy Hendrix greets him in an oxford-cloth shirt and dark slacks. He normally wears jeans, but it’s Sunday. With his dirty blond hair, he resembles a surfer going to seed. He’s two inches shorter than Barnes and opens his drawer to offer his guest a choice of hard candies.

“Do I get a nice ride in your car later, too?” Barnes selects a lemon drop.

“If you behave yourself. But Jimmy gets to work the siren.”

Jimmy Byrne, a baby-faced redhead with shoulders wider than Barnes’s, holds a licorice whip between his lips like a cigarette.

“How come the only times we see each other are when somebody dies?” Barnes asks.

Byrne shrugs. “You could come to roller derby and help cheer on the team.”

Both men’s girlfriends skate for the New Britain Whammer Jammers.

“I’m afraid Beth might want to join up. Or write a book about them.”

“Hey, promotion wouldn’t suck.”

Barnes straddles a chair that was probably decrepit before any of the trio was born. “What have you got?”

“Not much. The guy was stabbed, sometime after three yesterday afternoon and maybe as late as nine. The letter opener was wiped clean. Nine million fingerprints in the office, the guy was a college teacher, lots of students in and out, so sorting through them could take a while.”

“Have you found anyone who saw him yet?”

“We found a student he talked to earlier in the day, between about twelve thirty and one. We’re guessing he was dead by the first time his wife called, and that was just after four o’clock. She called four or five more times between then and eleven that night.”

Barnes sucks on his lemon drop.

“Any sign of a fight?”

“The desk looked a little messed up, but it was hard to tell. The door was locked, too, but whoever killed him could have locked it behind himself.”

“Anything missing?”

“We brought his wife up to look. She’d never been in the place before, but she says his laptop is missing. His wallet was still in his pants pocket. Two credit cards and about forty bucks.”

Barnes frowns. “Someone killed him for a laptop? Every teacher and student at the school probably has a computer, maybe more than one.”

“Yeah, we figured that, too. So maybe whoever killed him did it and then decided to take the laptop too. Not that we’re really married to that.”

“How did the wife seem to you?”

“She was upset, but I wouldn’t say devastated.”

“Yeah,” Barnes says. “She was cheating, and she told me he was, too. That might have something to do with it.”

“This modern love,” Hendrix says. “So many options.”

Barnes takes a deep breath, then puts all his cards on the table.

“It might not mean anything at all, but I found out the other day that Pyne examined a partial manuscript someone found in an old trunk. They wanted him to confirm that it was really written by Mark Twain.”

Byrne and Hendrix stare at him.

“You serious? Twain’s been dead, like, what, a hundred years?”

“A little more. But Pyne thought it might be real, and now someone is offering it to the Mark Twain House.”

“Shit,” Byrne says. “When you say ‘offer,’ you mean for sale, right?”

Barnes nods. “Pyne told me that if it were up to him, he’d try to get a bidding war going with the house and several colleges. And he’d open at five hundred grand.”

“That would be a helluva motive.” Hendrix stops with a hard candy halfway to his lips. “Of course, so would the guy’s cheating if it was on his wife.”

“She was looking for him, right?” Barnes says. “The calls on his cell phone.”

“Maybe. It could be a cover. For all we know, she made the calls from his office after she did him.” Hendrix pops the candy into his mouth.

Barnes stares out the window at the traffic on I-91, the distant cars resembling the jellybeans in Hendrix’s desk drawer.

“Have you released Pyne’s office as a crime scene?”

“Yeah. Why?”

“Would you mind if I look at it tomorrow?”

“What the hell for?”

Barnes tries to find the words. “I feel like I may have set the guy up. And that’s bad for business.”

* * * *

Monday morning, Barnes drives north to Suffield and Northern Connecticut State University. In the shotgun seat, Svetlana Melanova Thirst wears jeans and a safari jacket over a silk T-shirt and hides her eyes behind sunglasses slightly smaller than saucers. Speaking several languages fluently, Svetlana may also be the best hacker in New England, usually at five hundred dollars an hour. She and Barnes have known each other since their freshman year of college, so she settles for concert tickets or a gift card to a local restaurant.

“You are making large and unsupportable assumptions.” Svet waves at truckers as Barnes passes them.

“I know,” he admits. “But there was no sign of a struggle, so Pyne knew whoever killed him. And stealing his laptop doesn’t sound to me like just an impulse. Someone wanted it.”

“But if it has indeed been stolen, I will be unable to examine it.”

“Right.” Barnes pulls out to pass another eighteen-wheeler. “But if there was something on it, Pyne might have backed it up, and maybe we can find that. The marriage was going down in flames, so if he had something valuable, he would have hidden it from his wife. His office seems like a better bet than the house.”

Traffic thins out after they pass Windsor. A half-hour later, Barnes glides into a visitor’s parking slot and they mount three flights of stairs to Pyne’s office. A handful of students and instructors are in sight, but they all keep their distance from the closed door with the crime scene tape dangling from the doorknob. Barnes shows his license to the receptionist, who reluctantly gives him the key to Pyne’s office.

He slides the key into the lock and the door to his right opens.

“Can I help you?”

The man is Barnes’s height and may be the same age, but twenty pounds heavier. He has the same soft middle as Pyne—maybe it’s an English Department requirement—and a goatee that makes him resemble a mythical faun. He wears an appalling gray and lavender necktie loosely knotted under his unbuttoned shirt collar and carries a backpack.

“We’re investigating David Pyne’s death,” Barnes says. He shows his license quickly enough so the man can’t read that he’s unofficial. “I imagine you knew him?”

“Of course.” The man extends a hand with a barely discernible grip. “Steven Catten. This is a terrible shock. Why would someone want to kill David?”

Svet takes her eyes off the man’s necktie long enough to shake hands with him. His eyes flicker up and down her curves before Barnes’s voice draws him away again.

“We don’t know. That’s why we’re here. How well did you know him?”

“Well, we’ve had adjacent offices for four years. We’re both up for tenure this year, and we both specialize—specialized—in American literature. We talked shop pretty often.”

“Did anyone in the department have it in for him?” Barnes asks. “Or any students?”

“We’re only a month into the term,” Catten points out. “And everyone liked Dave. He was a good lecturer. An excellent mentor, too, especially for the underclassmen who were still learning to write at the level we demand.”

“Was he mentoring anyone in particular?” Barnes pushes the door open. “I have the name of one student, Alicia Dominato. Were there any others?”

Catten blinks. “He mentored several kids, but I don’t know their names.”

“So, his getting tenure wouldn’t be an issue, is that what I’m hearing?”

Catten runs his fingers through his goatee. “No. He’s published articles in respected journals, and he told me he was waiting for verification from somewhere for a piece he was working on. He was pretty excited about it.”

“But you don’t know what that one was about?” Barnes says.

“For tenure? Most of us don’t like to give away anything until we know it’s a done deal. Like a writer discussing an idea before he’s published the story.”

“That makes sense.” Barnes lets Svetlana enter the office. “Were you here Saturday?”

“For a few minutes. I saw a young woman leaving when I locked up.”

“Do you remember the time?”

Catten shrugs. “I was on my way out, so around one thirty.”

“The woman didn’t have a laptop with her by any chance?” Barnes asks.

Catten looks beyond Barnes as Svet explores in the dead man’s office.

“No,” he says. “That’s right, David’s wife thought his laptop was missing.”

“Did you know his wife?” Barnes can tell Svet sees nothing that intrigues her.

“I met her once or twice at a faculty get-together, Christmas party or something. I don’t remember much about her.”

“If David Pyne were working on that article that excited him so, it would have been on his laptop, would it not?” Svet’s sharp consonants draw Catten’s gaze into the office again.

“Um, yes.”

“Thank you, Doctor.”

Barnes closes the door and surveys the room, which looks like every college instructor’s office he’s ever seen. A large closet-like space with a desk and chair, two other chairs facing the desk and the window across from them. Two walls hold packed bookshelves with papers or magazines lying across the books. The desktop has a large blotter pad that is a calendar for the month, a few notations written into spaces and two coffee rings. A chipped mug lies on one corner of the desk and a printer lies on the other. A pen stand with an ink well and an empty space that probably held the fatal letter opener looks strangely anachronistic.

Svet examines the desk chair.

“No blood.”

She slides into the chair and opens the two top desk drawers. Barnes looks at the books: predictably, mostly American literature in alphabetical order. A few paperbacks have rubber bands holding them together, and a few others have file folders stuffed into them.

He turns to the desk, where Svet digs through the second row of drawers.

“Trash and Byrne said the murder weapon was the letter opener from this set.”

Svet nods. “A pen or pencil set on a desk is from another era. Perhaps the era of the books on the shelves.”

“Good point.” Barnes lifts the blotter and finds nothing under it. “So maybe our killer didn’t plan to kill him when he got here. They had an argument about something, and it escalated in a hurry.”

Svet tries the bottom drawers.

“I am following your hypothesis,” she says. “If the victim’s laptop was the object of our killer’s search, he would certainly have backed the material up somewhere.”

She frowns, then holds up a packet of condoms.

Barnes rolls his eyes.

“Looks like our boy might have been grading on the curve.” He reminds himself that Taylor Pyne was cheating on her husband, too. “Let’s keep searching, then I’ll text the student who saw Pyne in his office before he died.”

“Do you think she has been intimate with him?” Svet drops the condoms on the desk and looks at the printer.

“Could be. If she hasn’t, maybe she knows someone who has.”

When they finish examining the desk, Barnes studies the books again. It feels too obvious, but he pulls out all the books by Clemens or Twain first and pages through them. Several have sticky notes marking various passages, and the bindings of both Huckleberry Finn and A Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur’s Court are split from frequent use. He pulls the folder from Huckleberry Finn and finds lecture notes with penciled notations in the margin. He pushes the other books apart to replace them and sees black plastic behind The Last of the Mohicans.

“Svet.”

When she sees what he holds, she nods.

“An external hard drive.”

She pulls her own laptop from her bag and boots up on Pyne’s desk. Barnes hands her the hard drive and she finds a USB port.

“Hmm,” she purrs. “Of course, password protected.”

She digs into her bag of tricks again and plugs in another box. Sequences of letters, numbers and symbols fly by until she taps on her own keyboard.

“I will give our late friend style points for his password. It isn’t his birthday or a pet’s name. Or his wife. I wonder if he was dyslexic.”

Barnes stares for several seconds before understanding her comment. The password is tiL88remA?DP. Amer Lit. David Pyne was probably born in 1988.

Svet watches a list of files open up, mostly documents, but some considerably larger and Barnes doesn’t recognize the extension.

“Graphics,” Svet says.

“Let’s look at the word files first.” Barnes sees one called “Twain Beyond” and points to it.

Svet highlights it and they watch text materialize. Twelve-point Times New Roman, double-spaced. Twain from Beyond: A New Manuscript from the Old Master. The byline is David Henry Pyne. They scroll through a few pages.

“It’s his paper claiming that the manuscript at the Twain House is real,” Barnes says. He looks at the bottom of the screen. “Twenty-seven pages, sixty-eight hundred words. He’s really throwing it all in there, isn’t he?”

Svet scrolls farther. “He compares passages with known works by Twain. Later work. That would make sense, of course.”

She closes the file and opens one of the larger ones. They wait for the immense file to materialize on the screen, then Barnes blinks.

It appears to be typed pages, all capital letters. The pages are smaller than Barnes is used to, five inches by eight, and the letters look blockier than modern type.

“Is that an old typewriter font?”

Svet purses her lips and runs the mouse across the top of the screen.

“It looks like one, but I don’t believe so. The home menu lists no font. This is a graphic file. Someone has developed this font to look like an old typewriter, but I don’t believe it is old.”

She scrolls to the end. It’s eighty-three pages long and ends half-way down the page, at the end of a paragraph.

One of the other word files is the same text in Times New Roman.

“The manuscript is fake,” Barnes says. “Pyne and someone else—the woman who offered it to the Mark Twain House—were working together.”

Svet scans the bookshelves. “There are no books of graphics or other software here. That spurious document would require a skilled person to create the font. Nothing in this office suggests that it was the dead man.”

Barnes pulls out his phone.

“Let’s talk to the student who saw Pyne Saturday,” he says.

* * * *

Alicia Dominato wears a tank top and jeans that call attention to her natural resources. She has her hair pulled back in a ponytail the color of dark toast, and her eyes are two shades darker. She looks at Barnes and Svet as if she doubts they’ve had their shots.

“I talked to the police yesterday.” Her voice is soft and betrays the slightest hint of a stutter. “I told them everything I know.”

“I’m just looking at a few different angles,” Barnes says. “You’re a grad student, right?”

“Uh-huh. Art and graphic design.”

Barnes frowns. “Dr. Pyne was an English instructor. Why is he working with you?”

“Well, I don’t have an official adviser yet. I want to create a graphic novel for my degree project, and he was helping me come up with a subject. We haven’t figured it out yet.” She licks her lips. “Um, hadn’t.”

“He was going to help you with the story, was that it? And you’d do the artwork?”

The girl looks at the chair where Pyne died. “Pretty much. I was thinking of doing one of Twain’s stories.”

“Why Twain?” Svet asks. “There are so many modern characters. Or you could create one yourself. That would be more impressive, would it not?”

“I…well, I took Dr. Pyne’s Hawthorne, Twain, and James class last year, and I really liked him. So, I thought maybe he’d be able to help me brainstorm.”

Barnes remembers Beth’s meeting at the Mark Twain house.

“Are you the student who put someone in touch with Dr. Pyne about verifying a manuscript?”

“Um. My cousin’s aunt. She asked me if I knew a teacher who knew Mark Twain, his writing, I mean, and I’d just had Dr. Pyne’s course, so…”

The young woman shrugs and her tank top shifts alarmingly. Barnes can tell it was a deliberate move.

“He felt he owed me a favor for that, sort of, and I have until June to finish it.”

“Had until June,” Svet says softly.

“Nine months for the projects?” Barnes asks.

“That’s right. It’s the same as an academic year.”

“Or gestation.” Svet holds up the pack of condoms and Alicia Dominato’s face fades to the off-white of wet plaster.

“You were having sex with him, weren’t you?”

The girl shakes her head, but tears leak from her eyes.

“Darling,” Svet’s voice coils around the young woman. “He was a professor, he had complete control over your future. If he wanted you, you could not refuse and still get your degree. It is terrible, but it still happens far too often.”

“I didn’t…”

“Of course you did. Because otherwise, he would have reported you for the manuscript.”

“What?” The girl stares at Svet, who turns her laptop around on the desk.

“The Twain manuscript. It is fraudulent, of course. You worked together. He wrote the story, and you, the graphics expert, created the font to look like an early typewriter, did you not? It is masterful, but the same text in a contemporary font proves that it is illegitimate.”

“Yeah,” says Barnes. “That’s the version he wrote to imitate the style, and you turned it into the fake typing.”

The girl’s pale complexion fades even more until she’s almost transparent. She sags into one of the chairs and locks her fingers in her lap.

“I don’t say another word until I have a lawyer.”

“You’re not under arrest,” Barnes says. “Right now, I’m more interested in who killed Dr. Pyne. What time did you leave his office Saturday?”

The girls says nothing. Svet glides over to the door and locks it. She raises her eyebrows at the young woman and gives her a smile that makes Alicia’s lips tremble before she clamps them tight again.

“Uh, about one thirty, maybe a few minutes later.”

“Did anyone see you?”

“Um…the prof next door, I don’t know him, but he was in his office…”

“Catten,” Barnes says. “We’ve talked to him.”

Svet taps the screen of her laptop with a fingernail. “You do very good work.”

Alicia looks like she’s trying to swallow a bowling ball. Barnes feels sorry for her.

“You can go, Alicia. If we think of more questions, we’ll find you again.”

The girl vanishes so quickly her sneakers almost burn rubber. Barnes turns back to Svet.

“Close the files and we’ll take the hard drive.”

He looks at his watch. “Catten will be back in a few minutes. I’ve got a couple more questions, and then we’re out of here.”

Svet shuts down her laptop and packs her briefcase again. Barnes stares out the window at the campus.

“After we talk to Catten, I’ll drop you off. Then I want to talk with the widow.”

“From what you have said, she may be a merry one.”

“Maybe,” Barnes agrees. “I’ll take that hard drive, too. I might as well show it to the people at the Twain House.”

“They will be very disappointed.”

“Yeah, but they’re saving a half-million dollars.”

Catten emerges from the elevator, swinging his backpack in one hand. He frowns when he sees Svet and Barnes.

“Still here?”

Barnes shrugs. “We’ve almost finished. But I’ve thought of one or two more questions if you have a minute.”

Catten unlocks his door. “Shoot.”

“Well,” Barnes and Svet follow Catten into his own office, which looks almost exactly like Pyne’s with different books on the shelves. “I know you said Dr. Pyne was up for tenure and he hoped to publish something soon.”

“Right.”

“But you don’t know what he was working on.”

Catten lays his backpack on the desk and looks out his window, essentially the same view as Pyne’s.

“Well, I assume it had to do with nineteenth-century American literature. That was his specialty. Mine, too, but we had different focuses. He was certainly our expert on Howells and Twain, but I leaned more toward the naturalists. Dreiser, London, Crane…”

“So, it’s safe to say he was looking at something involving Twain or Howells, is that right?”

“Uh, most likely.”

“Could he have been working on that paper or project with someone else? Maybe something like, oh, I don’t know, consulting, for example?”

Catten hesitates. “Well, this was for his tenure, so he’d want all the credit for himself. It would look better.”

“So, he wouldn’t be working on it with a student.”

“Are you asking me what I think you are?” Catten steeples his hands, his elbows on his desk.

“What do you think I’m asking?”

Catten clears his throat and looks discreetly toward his bookshelves. “If David was…involved with a student.”

“That occurred to me,” Barnes says. Svet crosses her legs in the chair and waits for Catten to look at her instead of his books.

“Did I hear you say that you yourself are also pursuing tenure this year?”
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