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THE CAT’S MEOW

Welcome to Black Cat Weekly.

This issue, we have original mysteries by Albert Tucher (courtesy of Acquiring Editor Michael Bracken) and James Blakey, plus a modern tale by SJ Rozan (courtesy of Acquiring Editor Barb Goffman). For our mystery novel, we have a Golden Age tale set in the Canadian Northwest Territories, The Long Arm of the Mounted, by James French Dorrance. Rounding out the section is a solve-it-yourself puzzler by Hal Charles.

We also have one of Norman Spinrad’s occasional “Norman Spinrad at Large” columns—wherein he talks about when (not if) we will find life elsewhere in the universe.

On the science fiction & fantasy front, we have an original collaboration by Paul Di Filippo & Claudio Chillemi, a tale by British fantasy master John S. Glasby, and classic space opera by Nelson Bond (“Honeymoon in Bedlam,” which he later rewrote to feature Lancelot Biggs for his novel Lancelot Biggs: Spaceman), plus tales by William Campbell Gault and Edmond Hamilton. Fun stuff!

Here’s the complete lineup—

Cover Art: Ron Miller

Mysteries / Suspense / Adventure:

“The Bottle Blonde,” by Albert Tucher [Michael Bracken Presents short story]

“The Fatal Founders Day,” by Hal Charles [Solve-It-Yourself Mystery]

“New Day Newark,” by SJ Rozan [Barb Goffman Presents short story]

“The Five People You Meet in Atlantic City,” by James Blakey [short story]

The Long Arm of the Mounted, by James French Dorrance [novel]

Nonfiction:

“Norman Spinrad at Large: Life As We Don’t Know It?” by Norman Spinrad

Science Fiction & Fantasy:

“Maximinus Thrax and the Gates of Chaos,” by Paul Di Filippo and Claudio Chillemi [short story]

“When Darkness Falls,” by John S. Glasby [short story]

“Honeymoon in Bedlam,” by Nelson S. Bond [short story] [short story]

“The Woman Obsession,” by William Campbell Gault [short story]

The Invisible Master, by Edmond Hamilton [short novel]

Until next time, happy reading!

—John Betancourt

Editor, Black Cat Weekly
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THE BOTTLE BLONDE,
by Albert Tucher

Brenda took her apron off and slung it at the row of hooks on the kitchen wall. The neck strap caught, and the garment dangled like a hanged man.

Alice gave her a look that combined a smoker’s squint with a boss’s suspicion.

“You quitting?”

“What? No, why?”

“That looked like a ‘Take this job and shove it’ kind of thing.”

Whoops, Brenda thought.

This wasn’t the day to do anything that someone might remember.

“Just had enough for today,” she said.

“There’s always tomorrow.”

“And the day after.”

Blending back into the scenery was part of her plan.

She left the diner by the back door that faced the garbage bin against the chain link fence. Even on a cool spring day, the alley reeked. She crossed the grimy parking lot to her ten-year-old Taurus. As always, she held her breath as she turned the key in the ignition. The failing starter was one of many things that could mess with her plan.

But the car took pity on her and started right up. She drove around the corner to the park in the center of town. The deserted patch of green would have made a prime target for developers in a place that anyone cared to develop. Brenda chose a parking space and backed in. She popped the trunk, got out, and went around to the rear of the car.

She half expected the shopping bag to have disappeared from the trunk as a sign of some strange god’s disapproval, but the flimsy plastic article sat right where she had placed it at four-thirty in the morning.

Apparently, she was going to do this.

The raised trunk lid hid her movements from the street as she unpacked the bag. Black wig to cover her blond hair. Oversized sunglasses. Jeans, T-shirt and denim jacket from the thrift store. Booties to cover her waitress shoes. Latex gloves.

And the gun. Her ex-husband Phil had overlooked this nondescript revolver in his haste to pack and flee before she got home. He had probably lost count of the guns he owned. He hadn’t taken the half a box of ammunition for the revolver either.

Taking her shooting had been Phil’s idea of date night. Maybe she owed him a thank-you.

For the tenth or twentieth time she spun the cylinder. The gun hadn’t unloaded itself since the last time she checked. She took one more look around before she shucked her uniform and dressed in the new outfit. She tucked the gun into her waistband and draped the hem of her shirt over it. The lump looked like a malignant abdominal tumor.

Now she had one more thing to do, which involved the trowel and the sack of potting soil that she had been forgetting to remove from the trunk for weeks. Maybe the items had started this idea growing like a seedling.

She took some damp soil in the trowel and smeared it on her rear license plate. Then she dipped the trowel again and carried a couple of tablespoons of mud to the front of the car. This was one of the moments of exposure that she couldn’t avoid, but no one drove or walked by to catch her obscuring the front plate.

Now she just had to cover the six blocks to the bank without a zealous cop pulling her over. Her car should help. The Taurus attracted as much attention as pigeons in a park, and come to think of it, so did the middle-aged bottle-blonde driving it.

Even in a dramatic black wig.

Now there was nothing left to do but get behind the wheel and go. As she pulled onto the street, she pondered her lack of excitement or fear. She seemed to float in a silent sea. For all she knew, people were pointing and yelling, “Bank robber,” but she saw nothing and heard nothing.

This branch was the closest bank to her home and her job, but she had never used it. No one in the place knew her. That was another factor that had nurtured this plan.

Brenda stopped the car in front of the bank. The curb was a no parking zone, and that act of petty defiance finally gave her a jolt of adrenaline. She climbed out and left the driver’s door open an inch. Once again, she had to rely on luck and speed. Coming out and finding a tow truck hooking her car up would qualify as a glitch.

As she headed for the entrance, she pulled the hem of her shirt up and closed the bottom button of the denim jacket over her gun.

Keep moving. That was the basic plan. A couple of drive-byes had given her the layout inside. Today one of the two tellers had a customer. The other teller, a young woman with short, spiky blond hair, smiled at Brenda.

“Carol,” read the nameplate sitting on the counter.

The young woman maintained the smile as Brenda’s jacket fell open. She tapped the glass in front of her.

“Bullet-proof.”

“He isn’t.”

Brenda jerked her head toward the sixty-ish man busy with the other teller.

“Aren’t we ruthless today?”

“Yes, we are.”

Brenda pushed her paper bag under the glass.

“I’m not greedy. Just enough to fit back under the glass.”

“Smart,” said the teller. “What kind of gun?”

She was scooping bills from her drawer and stowing them in the bag.

“I don’t know. It shoots.”

Brenda didn’t want this young woman to get comfortable. She took the gun from her waistband and held it so she could send a round under the glass and make it ricochet off the steel trough into the teller area.

“At least you loaded it,” said the teller. “Sometimes they don’t, I hear. With a revolver it’s obvious.”

She pushed the bag with Brenda’s money under the glass.

“They tell us not to resist. Good luck.”

“Thanks.”

The exchange struck Brenda as slightly demented, but so was this entire adventure.

Walk, don’t run.

She had repeated the words to herself until they almost lost their meaning. But now the mantra took hold and kept her feet churning smoothly.

The Taurus sat where she had left it, with the door still open and the engine still producing its characteristic lopsided coughing sound. Now came another moment that she had run through again and again in her mental planning sessions. She checked her mirrors before swerving into traffic. A fender-bender would be counter-productive.

The on-ramp to the interstate highway came up immediately. Brenda bore right and gave the car more gas up the ramp. She hoped someone in the bank had shown some initiative and gone outside in time to see her apparently escaping northward. But she took the first exit and negotiated the double jug handle that put her in the southbound lanes. She took the next exit, which serviced her own neighborhood. She drove to the diner and backed into in her usual space. Inside everyone would be getting ready for the evening rush. No one would notice her.

Again, she popped the trunk. She hid behind the raised lid as she stripped off her wig and new outfit and packed them in the shopping bag.

She hesitated for a moment before tossing the gun into the trunk instead of stowing it in the bag of stuff to discard.

She stepped into her uniform and started walking around to the driver’s door. A moment later the roar of a large engine filled the area, and a truck came backing into the alley from the side street. The reek of garbage soothed her with its familiarity. She had timed the afternoon pickup perfectly, and she tossed the shopping bag into the truck without breaking stride. Sam waved to her from the driver’s seat as he skewered the brackets on the garbage bin with his rear hoist.

He deserved a wave in return. They had gone out a couple of times, but it was no one’s fault that things had petered out between them. She waited for him to drive away before she got back into the Taurus for the last leg of her journey.

Home was a second-floor apartment in a converted Victorian. Brenda parked in her space behind the house and killed the engine. If it really died this time, she almost didn’t care. She sat and breathed for a few moments, but then she had things to do. She got out and crossed the yard to the garden hose on the rear wall of the house. She uncoiled the hose and turned the water on. Rinsing off both license plates took seconds. She made sure to shut the water off and replace the hose. Mr. Popescu didn’t like things to get swampy or disorderly out back.

She climbed the rear stairs and used her key in the door to her kitchen. She took her usual seat at her ancient wooden table and set the bag down in front of her.

So why was she just sitting and staring at her trophy? Everything had worked better than she had dared to hope, and now came the payoff. But she feared that the haul wouldn’t measure up to the risks she had taken.

She tore the bag so forcefully that the money spilled out onto the table. Her elation deflated a little. The bag had felt heavy, but the teller had given her tens and twenties. She ripped the band off a bundle of cash and started counting bills.

When she got to fifteen hundred dollars, one month’s rent, the stack was almost gone. She kept counting into a new stack and finished with one thousand, nine hundred and forty dollars.

One job and done. That was the plan. All the newspaper and magazine articles told her that if she pulled one robbery and went back to her life, she would probably get away with it.

She decided to think about it later. Right now she needed an envelope. She found one in a drawer. It had lurked there there long enough to pick up ambient grease from her cooking, but Mr. Popescu didn’t have to like it. He just had to take it.

Brenda went down the front stairs and knocked on the door of the first-floor apartment. She was already picturing the landlord’s default misanthropic expression, and he didn’t disappoint her. She held the envelope out.

“This is February,” she said.

“No, this is April. Last month was March.”

“I’ll take a receipt.”

He shut the door. She waited until he returned with the flimsy slip, which of course he held out of her reach.

“When do I get the rest?”

“Soon.”

“End of the week or you’re out.”

She grabbed the receipt from him, and he shut the door. It was just as well that he didn’t wait for her reply, because she didn’t have one.

* * * *

This time the wig was red, and she had chosen her outfit to suggest a corporate drone on casual Friday. The linen jacket, the best item in her own wardrobe, covered the gun in her waistband.

Leaving the car running and the door open had worked well last time. So, same tactic, different car, different bank. This time she parked the ancient Chevy Caprice Classic just ahead of a Taurus like her own back home.

Two cars in a no-parking zone. That should have warned her.

She strode inside and looked around quickly. Two tellers, like the other place, and one customer, a young woman with long brown hair, dealing with the teller on the right.

Brenda stood in front of the other teller and exposed her gun. She tossed her supermarket tote bag up and over the top of the barrier.

“Fill it. I mean, really fill it.”

She checked the customer to her right, and that was when it hit her. She knew the young woman.

But the first time they met, the young woman hadn’t been holding a gun. She locked eyes with Brenda for a moment that seemed to last forever. Finally she turned back to her teller.

“What she said. Both bags. Fill them. I mean, really fill them.”

Both tellers bustled.

“Throw them over the top.”

One teller, a young man, looked athletic enough to make the toss, and his adrenaline helped. One bag and then the other sailed over the top of the bulletproof glass and most of the way to the front door.

“Let’s move,” the young woman told Brenda.

They moved, at a brisk walk that Brenda hoped wouldn’t attract attention outside. The young woman stooped to gather both bags. She tucked them under her left arm and headed for the Taurus behind Brenda’s car.

“Follow me.”

“The hell I will.”

Brenda yanked on the passenger door of the Taurus. Fortunately, it wasn’t locked. She started to climb in.

“Can’t leave your car for the cops,” said the young woman. “Might as well leave your ID.”

“I stole it,” said Brenda.

She still had one foot on the ground when the young woman floored the gas pedal, lurched away from the curb, and careened around Brenda’s disposable car. Brenda yanked the door shut. The young woman pulled her long brown wig off and exposed her own spiky blond hair. She tossed the wig onto the back seat. Brenda removed her own wig and held it in her lap.

She started to fasten her shoulder belt, but she stopped herself. Bank robbers didn’t bother with stuff like that, did they?

“Where’d you get the Chevy?” the young blonde asked.

“I walked to Home Depot and just waited. I knew some guy would leave his car running.”

“Pretty badass.”

Brenda looked at the young woman’s profile.

“I robbed you last time. Carol, right?”

“Good memory. But it’s Amy. I didn’t want my real name sitting there on the counter.”

“Brenda. My name tag at work says Mildred.”

“What are you, a hundred years old?”

“I don’t care, as long as it’s not Brenda. Too many creepy guys in diners.”

“Banks too.”

They considered that in silence. Amy drove well, exceeding the speed limits by the standard five miles per hour of a citizen with a clear conscience.

“So is this a…second job?” Brenda asked.

A banker robbing banks wouldn’t be the weirdest thing a waitress had ever heard, but it would be weird enough.

“Nope. As of last week it’s my only gig. You got me fired.”

“How did that happen?”

“Remember I said they told us to cooperate?”

“Yeah.”

“Turns out they didn’t mean it. I know, big surprise. We’re supposed to look like we’re cooperating, but not really. They said I gave you too much money.”

“Nineteen hundred was too much? I still owe two months rent.”

Brenda listened to her own voice rising in outrage.

“Company,” said Amy.

She was looking in the rearview mirror.

“Cops?” Brenda asked.

Brenda started to turn around in the passenger seat.

“Don’t look,” said Amy. “Two women are already suspicious enough.”

“Oh. Right.”

“Which is why we should have split up.”

“You had all the money.”

“I wouldn’t have stiffed you.”

Brenda let that one go for the moment.

“So, what do we do?”

“Get down out of sight.”

Brenda didn’t move fast enough. Amy hooked her hand around Brenda’s neck and pulled her head into her lap.

“I won’t bite you. Just don’t bite me.”

From the unfamiliar angle Brenda watched Amy signal right and pull over to the curb.

“Are you nuts?”

“It’s what a law-abiding citizen would do.”

Brenda caught herself closing her eyes like a small child. If she didn’t look, the scary thing would go away.

“They went right by,” said Amy. “I guess nobody gave them a good description of the car. So where are we going?”

“My place.”

Home was all Brenda could think of. She sat up to give directions for the short trip. She tried to remember the last time anyone had used the single visitor’s parking space.

Amy looked around the kitchen.

“You pay fifteen hundred for this?”

“I guess you don’t rent. This is cheap.”

“I rent with roommates.”

“Add up what you all pay and see what you get.”

“Okay, forget I spoke.”

Amy set the two bags on Brenda’s kitchen table and said, “Let’s sit. This is an occasion.”

“It is?”

“Our first split. We should drink a toast.”

“Let’s just see what we have.”

Brenda reached for one bag, while Amy took the other.

“I told them I would know if they tried to slip those dye packs in,” said Amy.

“Oh,” said Brenda.

Amy gave her a sideways look.

“You’re a bank robber, and you never heard of the dye pack thing?”

“I’ve heard of it. I just didn’t think of it.”

“Lucky the banks don’t all use them.”

As if they had done it many times, they inverted the bags and dumped the contents on the table. A couple of bundles of cash skittered off the table and onto the floor. Amy leaned over in her seat and scooped them up.

“I used to bend like that,” said Brenda.

“Look,” said Amy. “We even got some hundreds.”

She pushed roughly half of the stacks across the table.

“Maybe we just made even more competition for ourselves,” said Brenda.

“You mean if we got those two tellers fired? Maybe. Can’t worry about that now.”

“We’ll count and then check each other’s work.”

It took them several tallies to agree, but the extra effort didn’t feel like work.

“Thirty-four thousand and change,” said Amy. “I’m starting to see my condo.”

“That would take a lot of jobs like this. And banks will wonder about all this cash.”

“Not in Mexico, I’ll bet.”

“Okay, but you have to be patient. We need to chill for a while.”

A long while. In fact, Brenda didn’t plan to pull any more robberies at all. She hoped some time off would help Amy see the wisdom of retiring ahead of the game. Brenda was getting a chill thinking about the bullet she had dodged.

“Why don’t they all use dye packs?”

“Banks have been sued when an exploding dye pack caused an accident,” said Amy. “They figure it’s not worth the trouble. Losses are insured.”

Amy studied Brenda.

“Relax. We got away with it.”

“And we won’t trade phone numbers,” said Brenda.”So we’re not tempted to call each other.”

“You didn’t bring your phone today, did you? They could trace where we’ve been.”

“Of course not.”

“Okay, neither of us is an idiot.”

So why didn’t that feel better?

* * * *

“Customer on number six,” said Alice.

“On it,” said Brenda.

Best case, the middle-aged man would become a regular who tipped and kept his hands to himself. Worst case, a touchy-freely creep. As long as a creep paid his check, Alice tended to look the other way.

This man occupied a booth by himself, which, if he knew the rules, already obligated him to tip better than average. He was balding in a way that reminded Brenda of her ex-husband, and his girth overlapped the table by an inch or two. It figured that he ordered the breakfast special with both bacon and sausage.

He handed her the menu.

“Thanks.”

She smiled and turned toward the kitchen.

“Brenda,” he added.

She felt her shoulders go rigid, but her feet kept moving. A good waitress trusted her feet.

Nothing else happened during their interaction, unless she counted a twenty-two percent tip. But he had planted a seed of something.

* * * *

He let her wonder for three days before he came back. On that morning he brought a paper bag with him, which he set down on the padded bench. He ordered the same special.

“Oh,” he said as she turned away. “Got something for you.”

His tone made her want to run, but she had to find out what his scam was. She turned back. He reached into the bag and pulled something out. He held the item in his lap where no one else could see it.

“Is this your color?”

He was holding a black wig. The label attached to the inner elastic looked familiar, and Brenda even thought she detected a faint garbage odor. That might just be her imagination.

“I don’t think so,” she said.

“I think it is, and we need to talk about it. You get off at three. Meet me at the Red Colony.”

Alice’s main local competitor sat on the interstate highway, where travelers could see it. Alice got most of the local traffic.

Another customer was giving Brenda an expectant look. She walked away from the fat man without a word, but she saw no alternative to keeping the appointment.

When she arrived at the Red Colony, he had ordered coffee for both of them. She decided to let hers sit, just on principle.

“You know me,” she said. “Who are you?”

“Didn’t I say? Twombly. Hamlin P.D.”

He took a shield from the breast pocket of his suit coat and gave her a glimpse.

“Off your turf,” said Brenda.

Hamlin was part of the northeastern New Jersey megalopolis, but it lay several towns away.

“Cops cooperate. With all the small departments in the area, we have to. You know that. Waitresses know everything about cops.”

“Then why is it just you here?”

“This is unofficial. I’m going to offer you a once-in-a-lifetime deal.”

“Why do I think I’m not going to like it?”

“What’s not to like? You keep pulling these little jobs of yours, and you don’t go to jail.”

Brenda stifled a ridiculous urge to tell him she was no small-timer.

“And?” she asked instead.

“Simple. I get half of your take.”

“What do you bring to the table?”

“I thought I made that clear. I can bust you, but I won’t.”

“What happens if I get caught anyway?”

“Then I don’t know you.”

“When do I get to stop?”

“When I say.”

Brenda glared, but she was wasting her hatred. He had seen it before.

“You just said I get to stay out of jail. If I keep doing it, I’ll get caught.”

“Let me clarify. I won’t be the one to put you in jail. Call it an incentive to do the job right.”

And keep getting lucky about things like dye packs.

“How did you get onto me?”

Her gave her an ugly smile.

“Your boyfriend Sam, the garbage truck driver. He gave me the wig and your other stuff.”

He leaned forward, as far as a man of his girth could.

“So I have my case. Anytime I decide to go ahead with it, you’re history.”

“You have something on Sam too.”

He smiled as if she had made him proud.

“Who was your partner on the second bank?” he asked.

She studied him. Was he really asking, or was he testing her?

“I don’t know anything about her. It was a split-second decision. Do we team up, or do we shoot each other?”

“That’s why I like working with women. You’re smarter. Guys would have shot it out and ended up with nothing.”

Her look told him what he could do with his compliments.

“But I need to know who she is.”

“We didn’t exchange business cards. We split the cash and went our separate ways.”

He bored into her with his stony cop look. When she refused to wilt, he nodded.

“If she turns up again, you tell me about it, or I cut my losses and move on.”

“Your losses being me. I get it.”

He nodded toward the door. “Get outta here. I’m hungry.”

* * * *

The first customer of the morning often told Brenda how the day would go. Today was looking bad, because Amy sat waiting in the last booth, as far from Alice and the register as she could get. Brenda went and stood over her with her pad ready and a smile pasted on her face.

Alice knew a phony smile when she saw one, but she would never guess why Brenda was wearing one this time.

“What?”

“Just coffee.”

“What do you want?”

“We need to talk.”

“Has to be after work.”

“How about the Red Colony?” Amy asked.

“I already burned that place.”

Brenda blinked. Where had that vocabulary come from?

“The truck stop on the interstate,” she said.

“Are you nuts?”

Amy had a point. Many of the truckers Brenda knew bypassed the place if they could. They called it the most dangerous truck stop in New Jersey, which probably made it the worst in the country.

“It’s perfect,” said Brenda. “People mind their own business. They probably still use the same old VHS tapes in the security cameras. Anybody who sees us together will be five hundred miles away by tomorrow.”

Amy replied with a reluctant nod.

“You still want the coffee?”

“Diner coffee sucks.”

Alice sent Brenda a suspicious look, as Amy slid out of the booth and left the diner. Brenda gave her boss an “I don’t know” kind of shrug.

* * * *

The first hints of dusk were descending when Brenda parked by the complex of buildings and climbed out of the car. She was wearing jeans and a windbreaker that her ex had left behind. She buried her hands in the pockets and waited.

Even at a glance the truck stop lived down to its reputation. Brenda’s eyes went first to the hardbitten women skulking among the parked big rigs. Depending on the reception each woman got, she climbed up into the cab or moved on to the next potential john.

Seconds later Amy parked her Taurus next to Brenda’s and joined her on the blacktop.

“Let’s talk right here,” she said. “I don’t even want to go inside.”

A man emerged from the shower and laundry building. His filthy jeans and greasy hair made Brenda wonder what he had been doing in there. He altered his course toward the two women.

“You ladies want to party?”

“No,” said Brenda.

Whether the man caught her body language or just her tone, he moved on without a word.

“What?” said Brenda.

“You pulled another job. Without me. I had to read about it in the Star-Ledger.”

“We should split up now and then. If we go all Thelma and Louise, we’ll embarrass the cops, and they’ll make a special project out of us.”

“If we split up, that’s twice as many robberies. That’ll definitely get their attention.”

Brenda decided on the truth.

“I had to.”

She told Amy about Twombly.

“So it would be a good idea to stay away from me.”

“Rats,” said Amy. “That’s bad.”

What kind of bank robber said “rats”?

“I especially don’t need this now.”

“Why ‘especially’?” Brenda asked.

“I have a new job.”

“All of a sudden?”

“Yeah, all of a sudden. One of my customers from the bank appeared out of the blue and said she wants me as her office manager.”

“What kind of business?”

“Insurance.”

“Congratulations.”

“Thanks.”

They stood in silence.

“The thing is,”—Amy’s new tone made Brenda’s hackles rise. She had heard of hackles, and now she knew where they were. They could and did stand on end.—“you’ll give me up. You’ll get caught, and you’ll give me to the cops.”

“I won’t,” said Brenda.

“You will. I would.”

Amy’s hand went into her shoulder bag. As the hand started to come out, Brenda pulled the trigger in her jacket pocket. She fired again, and a third time.

Amy staggered back and tried to brace herself against the trunk of her car. Something fell from her hand. Brenda looked. Her ex-husband would have sneered and called it a lady’s gun, but it looked as if it would do the job.

“You shot me,” said Amy.

With her strength ebbing, Amy couldn’t pack more than mild disbelief into her tone.

“Weren’t you going to shoot me?”

“Well, yeah.”

Brenda looked around. The hookers kept circulating among the rigs. For the moment nothing else moved, but she had no way to know which windshield concealed a trucker who had seen everything.

She’d better be right about people minding their own business in this place.

Amy slumped onto the blacktop and went limp, but there was limp, and there was limp. Death looked different. No living body could surrender to gravity like that.

First hackles, and now death itself. Brenda was learning things today.

She stowed the gun in her other pocket, the one her bullets hadn’t shredded, and improvised a glove with the extra length of her jacket sleeve. She opened Amy’s driver-side door and lifted the young woman’s body. As she stuffed Amy behind the wheel, nervous laughter threatened to bubble up. The task reminded her of trying to pack too many items of clothing into a laundry bag.

But the blood killed the laughter.

Brenda slammed the door on Amy’s body and drove her own car home. For a while she sat at the kitchen table without moving. She didn’t look at her watch or the clock on the microwave. Because she felt a need to do something, she got up and made scrambled eggs and toast.

Her first killing. She wished she had more imagination about marking the occasion.

When enough time seemed to have passed, she turned on the local news and saw what she expected to see. Red and blue flashing lights raked the scene. Yellow tape stretched here and there, and police patrol vehicles sat parked at random angles.

But there was no mistaking the truck stop.

A woman in a police uniform gave a few details that didn’t include Amy’s name. The woman appealed to the public for information, but what held Brenda’s attention was Twombly’s unmistakable bulk in the background. He faced away from the camera as he listened to a man whose hair looked greasy and jeans filthy even on television.

Brenda turned the television off and grabbed her handbag. She didn’t have time to pack anything, but the bag always held a toothbrush. She left her cell phone on the table. She seemed to fly down the back stairs without touching the ground until she reached her car. When she had escaped from her neighborhood without encountering Twombly, she relaxed a little and kept driving, stopping when she spotted a random garbage can in front of a random house. She stowed her ruined windbreaker with the household garbage.

She found a motel on the interstate. She checked in and used the room phone to make a call that took some time and tact.

The next day Twombly showed up right when she expected him, near the end of the breakfast rush.

“We need to talk,” he said.

“Out back. I get a break at ten.”

“Now.”

“Ten. You can wait twenty minutes. Or do you want my boss to come out and join us?”

He used his cop look on her, but she gave him her own personal glare right back. At two minutes to ten he got up and left the diner. At ten sharp she went out the back door and found him waiting.

“I guess you don’t notice the smell anymore,” he said.

The reek of Sam’s garbage truck lingered after his morning pickup.

“What do you want?”

“I know you killed her, obviously.”

He studied her and shook his head in a kind of wonder.

“You still look like a waitress.”

“I’m as surprised by all this as you are.”

“Anyway, this is your lucky day. Nobody but me knows you’re the woman with Amy Lofgren. So we’re still in business, but it’s going to cost you.”

He nodded toward her handbag.

“I’ll take the gun and get you a new one. That one has a body on it now.”

He made an annoyed face as the roar of the garbage truck overwhelmed her answer. She opened her bag and took the gun out.

Twombly’s eyes darted toward the empty dumpster, and she saw his mind working. He started to turn toward the garbage truck as it backed into the alley.

Brenda pulled the trigger once, twice, three times. She heard nothing over the roar of the engine. Twombly turned back to her and took two steps. She shot twice more, and he stopped and swayed. As Brenda prepared to fire her last round, he fell.

Sam stopped revving the engine. He jumped down from the driver’s seat and came around to join Brenda in looking down at Twombly, whose bulk seemed to deflate as life left him.

“Now there’s a sight for sore eyes,” said Sam.

He continued around to the passenger door of his truck and yanked it open. Sam wrestled an old carpet, folded into a wad, out of the seat and threw it onto the ground. Brenda picked the carpet up and carried it over to Twombly’s body.

“Help me,” said Sam.

They spread the carpet out. It took both of them to flip Twombly onto his back on the edge of the carpet.

They rolled him up in the rug and kept rolling him to the garbage bin. Sam tipped the bin so its rim rested on the blacktop. One more effort got the package into the bin. Brenda and Sam teamed up to push the bin upright. The task had them puffing, and they rested for a moment. Brenda’s eyes met Sam’s, and they came to a silent agreement. She wouldn’t ask what Twombly had on him, and he wouldn’t ask about her.

Sam climbed into the truck. The engine revved as he backed up. Gears whined, as he lowered the twin prongs and inserted them into the brackets on the bin. Brenda watched him lift the bin and tip the grotesque bundle into the truck.

Sam waved from the window and drove off. Where he intended to take Twombly was another question she didn’t plan to ask.

Brenda turned and came face to face with her boss standing in the doorway. How much had Alice seen? Brenda couldn’t think of a way to ask that wouldn’t give everything away.

Alice studied her through a veil of cigarette smoke.

“Break’s over.”
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THE FATAL FOUNDERS DAY,
by Hal Charles

When Detective Dani Harlow entered the Shadow Creek Convention Center, she recognized a familiar figure slumped on a bench near the door. “Mr. Collins,” she said, “my dispatcher told me to get over here on the double.”

Rising, Caleb Collins said, “Detective Harlow, I can’t believe this is happening.”

“Tell me what ‘this’ is,” said Dani.

“It’s Chris Hampton. He’s been murdered.”

Collins led Dani to the Center’s office, where she found the body of the university student who had spent the summer researching the town’s history and working with Collins and the Shadow Creek Thespians to ready the presentation of the annual Founders Day drama.

“Who found the body?” said Dani.

“This morning I got a text from Chris asking me to meet him at the office. When I arrived, I found him like this.”

Dani called the medical examiner’s office, then took a quick look at the body. It appeared that Hampton had been struck on the head by a crystal paperweight lying near his body.

A lifelong resident of Shadow Creek. Dani had grown up watching Caleb Collins proudly star in the Founders Day drama as his ancestor Benjamin Collins, the colonist who had saved the town from a British attack.

“Mr. Collins,” Dani said, “can you think of anyone who might want to harm Chris?”

“Chris did have a heated argument with Justin Briggs a few days ago. Something about the hours Chris was putting in on the drama.”

“Anyone else?”

“I heard Chris and Meg Thompson had a nasty breakup last week. Rehearsals have been pretty tense lately since they were cast as a pair of newlyweds in the drama.”

“Is that it?”

“Chris and Ralph Thompson almost came to blows Wednesday evening,” said Collins. “Ralph didn’t appreciate what he called Chris’ ‘shabby treatment’ of his sister.”

Dani found Meg Thompson at the Center’s gift shop. “Meg,” she said to the young woman she had known for years, “I’m afraid I have some bad news. Chris Hampton has been killed.”

“What?” said Meg, breaking into tears.

After explaining the circumstances, Dani said, “Have you been here all morning?”

“You know how busy the gift shop gets the day of the drama,” said Meg between sobs. “I haven’t even taken a break since 8:00.”

Figuring Meg’s alibi would be easy to check, Dani headed for the outdoor theater where the drama was to be performed later that day. Spotting Justin Briggs, the festival’s organizer, she called, “Mr Briggs, we need to talk.”

“Detective Harlow,” said the portly man, wiping sweat from his forehead, “we’ll have to make it quick.”

Dani gave Briggs a brief account of the situation, then asked him his whereabouts that morning.

“I’ve been at the courthouse all morning trying to straighten out a snafu with a couple of vendors’ contracts,” said Briggs. “I just got back here.”

Sensing another easy-to-verify alibi, Dani tracked down Meg’s brother in the theater’s backstage area and filled him in on what had happened.

“Detective,” said Thompson, “I admit that Chris and I had our differences, but no way would I kill him. I’ve been working my regular job at the diner all morning and just came by to help the crew with moving some props.”

A bit frustrated, Dani decided to return to the Center to see if the medical examiner had any new information. As she turned to leave, Thompson said, “If you see Mr. Collins, tell him I found his cellphone after rehearsal last night and was planning to return it before today’s performance.”

Dani knew that, sadly, she had a performance of her own to carry out.

SOLUTION

When Thompson said he’d had Caleb Collins’ cellphone since the night before, Dani realized Collins had been lying about receiving a text from Chris Hampton that morning requesting a meeting. Confronted, a guilt-ridden Collins confessed that he had been in the Center’s office when the graduate student told him that his research into the town’s history revealed that Benjamin Collins had not saved the town from the British but was a coward who fled for his life. When Hampton threatened to expose Collins’ ancestor, Collins panicked and struck him with the paperweight.
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NEW DAY NEWARK,
by SJ Rozan

A new day was coming to Newark.

The boy had actually got himself elected mayor.

Miss Crawford was satisfied with this. She knew him now for some years, not just seen him on the TV, mind you, but she knew him. Not because she was his people. His people were from Harrington Park, and Miss Crawford had watched him sideways like lots of folks at the old Brick Towers had back when he was a councilman and he first moved in. The boy himself went to Yale and Stanford and places like that, and besides he had those green-blue eyes. Wasn’t no other politician she could remember ever set foot in Brick Towers, and this baby-face councilman was going to live there? Something had to be up, no question. But the councilman was always polite, he learned her name right fast, and if something was going on she never knew what it was. He walked up the stairs like the rest of them when the elevator was out, and one time she saw him bringing groceries for old Mrs. Green next door to him. Miss Crawford herself, she lived on the second floor, so it wasn’t no thing, but she couldn’t help noticing that since he moved in, it wasn’t like the elevator went out less often but it got fixed when it did. The light bulbs in the halls got replaced when they burned out too, not six months later.

So when the boy announced for mayor, that first time, she thought, well all right. None of that with the elevator and the light bulbs happened all the years that other boy was mayor, did it? Strictly, that one wasn’t no boy, excepting that Miss Crawford was so far past threescore and ten that she could call anyone a boy she liked to, thank you very much. That other one, he was a grown man with expensive suits and a gap in his teeth and he should have known better. Oh, he spoke beautiful. If he’d took to preaching instead of politics he’d have had any pulpit he wanted, and Miss Crawford just knew he could’ve sold the Lord to the devil himself. That was the trouble with him right there. In the boy’s first campaign, the gap-toothed mayor kept telling everybody who’d listen, Newark’s not for sale, but he was the one buying and selling. He was everyone’s friend and everyone’s favorite uncle, he threw ice-cream socials and all, and he got big glass buildings built downtown. But here in the Central Ward, were the schools safe? Did anyone think to fix the sidewalk cracks, where poor Leteesha Monroe broke her leg? Did the police run off the drug dealers from the playgrounds? Course not. They stopped their patrol cars and called the dealers over, but sure as God made little apples, that was to get their share of the take. Miss Crawford might have been eighty-eight, she might have been five feet tall and weighed less than a sack of flour, but she knew what time it was. Maybe the boy would be as bad when he got elected, but he couldn’t be no worse. And the elevator was running. So she voted for him, and he lost, but then he won the next time, which was now.

So it was a new day in Newark.

Now, that didn’t mean the old day was gone away. Things took time; Miss Crawford knew that. Those gangs peddling their poison had cleared out from the schoolyards, and that impressed Miss Crawford. The new mayor promised that and he delivered it. But those same no-account punks sneered from the street corners now, and the police cars still rolled up and rolled away. That would be the hardest part of the new mayor’s job, to Miss Crawford’s mind: straightening out the police. He could hire all the new chiefs he liked, and the new chiefs could take up the rotten apples when they found them, and she’d seen that start to go on already. It was just, there were so many of them. Which wasn’t no way saying Newark didn’t have police you could trust. It surely did, and more every day.

That nice girl who moved in upstairs from Miss Crawford in January, she was a new officer, just out of the academy. She was from Weequahic Park over in the South Ward, but the police assigned her to the Fourth Precinct and so she moved here. “Like the mayor,” she told Miss Crawford in her kitchen as they got acquainted, very neighborly. She poured Miss Crawford coffee and said, “You know, when he was a councilman he represented the Central Ward, so he wanted to live here. In the old Brick Towers, you remember that place? He inspired me.”

Well, there you go, Miss Crawford thought. Do right and you never know how far it’ll spread. She told the girl officer—Patrol Officer Joyce was her name, Aleksandra Joyce—about how she used to live in Brick Towers too, with the councilman before he was mayor, about him carrying groceries and walking the stairs.

Officer Joyce’s face gleamed. “I knew he was like that, I knew it. And I thought the old mayor taking down Brick Towers right after that first election, that was just spite.”

“Oh, child, it surely was.”

“Well, I’m glad anyway,” the girl had said impulsively. “If there was still Brick Towers, you would never have moved here, Miss Crawford, and then we wouldn’t be friends.”

That made Miss Crawford feel all warm, so she sat in Officer Joyce’s kitchen more times after that. The girl needed friends too—you could tell that when she talked. She shrugged it off, acting all tough police, but Miss Crawford didn’t get to be this old for nothing.

“It’s always like this for new officers, I guess,” the girl told her. “Especially women.”

“Life’s hard on women everywhere,” said Miss Crawford. “You got that right.”

Another time: “It’s like a club. The older cops, they’ve been in this club a long time, and they don’t necessarily welcome new members.”

Miss Crawford had nodded at that, and just said, “These things take time.” Officer Joyce smiled, but Miss Crawford felt troubled in her mind. Here was a good girl and an honest officer, trying to do right, and the same old, same old was holding her back. Right here on these blocks of the Central Ward, Robbie down at the grocery still had police taking coffee and donuts in the morning, bags of potato chips and pretzels too, then just waving goodbye as they strolled past the register. The Shaw twins at the garage still changed the oil in officers’ private cars for nothing, and shopkeepers all up and down the streets still handed over contributions to the Widows and Orphans Fund. In cash.

All that was down at least some to the people who lived here, as much as the bad police, and Miss Crawford went and scolded Robbie or one of the Shaw boys from time to time, but what were they going to do? Chances were already poor they’d get police protection if they needed it, but they’d be poorer if they didn’t play along, and everyone knew it.

Yes, things took time, Miss Crawford thought as she trundled her grocery cart along, but sometimes, like now, she wished the time had already come. She walked the long way home, because over around the other side of this block, that was like the Wild West over there. Drug dealer there by the name of C-4—wasn’t even no name, but she guessed it was supposed to be tough—he let his crew do anything they wanted. She wasn’t scared of him, but she wasn’t stupid neither, and more than one time C-4’s crew was out there shooting rats in the empty lot. Bullets bounced around, didn’t they? Miss Crawford would rather take a dozen extra steps home than get shot by crossing where some punk thought he saw a creature uglier than him. Every now and again, somebody went and called the police. Didn’t help. Even if they were good police and not rotten ones, by the time they got there all the guns were hidden, or at least lying on the ground. Being caught with a gun, that was one crime it was hard to talk your way out of in Newark. Which didn’t mean the gangbangers had no guns. Of course they did, every last useless one of them. It only meant they paid some attention to not getting caught. Now, over here on this side of the block, that drug dealer Bigmouth, right there on that corner with the knit cap down over his forehead, Miss Crawford could ignore him like he deserved. She knew that boy when he was a baby, she watched him grow up on these streets. Rashawn was his name, though Miss Crawford couldn’t remember the last time she heard anyone use it. His momma, she wasn’t no good, with her men and her liquor, and all her babies had to drag themselves up because she wasn’t helping. That didn’t give Bigmouth an excuse, neither a reason, for being the way he was. It gave Miss Crawford something, though. Whenever she started to get afraid of him, she remembered him running down the street in his diapers. Then she could just walk on by.

Bigmouth anyway, he thought she was too poor to bother with and too feeble to bother him. She knew it, and it suited her, but he didn’t feel the same way about Leteesha Monroe’s oldest boy, and that did not suit Miss Crawford at all. That was a promising child right there, a boy who could write poetry and nice stories. He played basketball and he could sing too. He’d be in middle school next year, and he could go on to college and be somebody, if the somebody he wanted to be wasn’t more and more like Bigmouth every day. The car and the bling and the gun, that was what the Monroe boy saw, that was what all the children saw. Wasn’t easy to tell them to work hard and stay in school when it was easy for them to stand on street corners, just a year or two older than Leteesha Monroe’s boy, and get paid by trash like Bigmouth to steer rich white children from the suburbs to his door. Runners and snitches, Bigmouth used them as too, because everybody knows little pitchers got big ears, but everybody forgets. And to call him with the cell phone to tell him when the honest cops were coming, because who those were, and who they weren’t, was another thing everybody knew.

All this was a big problem for the new mayor, but he had lots of problems. It was a bigger problem for Leteesha Monroe, and she had lots of problems too, the poor girl working two jobs, just trying to do right by her children. Miss Crawford, her and her Teddy hadn’t never had no children, which she was sad about when she was of that age, but it was behind her now. She just helped everyone else raise theirs. Her whole life she was a teacher’s aide, right here in the Central Ward, and she watched people’s babies even sometimes now, as far as her old bones would let her. Helping Leteesha Monroe, that’s what was on her mind as she pushed her cart, which was why she almost ran Bigmouth down.

Him and his cap and his pants so low she swore she didn’t know what kept them on his fat behind, they took up the whole sidewalk. Bigmouth had his hands stuck on his hips and he was smiling out across the street like he was some farmer and all this was his green pastures. He stood sideways to her and he didn’t see her and he sure didn’t move. Sometime, Miss Crawford might have just walked around him onto the grass, but last night it rained and the grass was muddy, and she had her cart with its wobbly wheel, and she’d been giving a thought to Leteesha Monroe. So him taking up the sidewalk set her anger off, and she stomped her foot and told him, “Boy, you move aside!”

His face got all surprised, like he didn’t know where the sound came from, then he looked down and saw her. Out popped that nasty grin. “Well, lookee here, Miz Busybody.”

“You didn’t buy that sidewalk, boy, so you best let people use it.”

“Why should I buy it when I already own it?” He smiled across the street; some of his crew were sitting on a stoop over there, watching and snickering.

“You don’t neither. The peoples of Newark owns it, and I’m one of them, so let me pass.”

“Maybe I will, and maybe I won’t.”

“Maybe you better.”

“Or you gonna do what, skinny-ass bitch? Call a cop?”

“I might, for real. Not one of your friend cops. One of the new cops.”

“New cops? Lady, what’s wrong with you? You believe all what you hear from that carpetbag mayor?”

Miss Crawford snorted. “You got enough schooling to know what carpetbag means, child?”

Bigmouth laughed. “It means he ain’t really Black. He don’t give a shit about these blocks, and he sure ain’t about to run on over here and help you out.”

“Now you listen here, you drug-dealing no-account. You move aside right now, or you go ahead and knock down a lady.” Miss Crawford waited a second, then she took a step and plowed her cart right on. Bigmouth sneered, but he stepped away like she knew he would. His boys might love to see him swagger, but it wouldn’t help his gangsta reputation none for them to watch him throw an eighty-eight-year-old woman on her rear end.

Miss Crawford went on home and unpacked her groceries. She stacked them neatly in their cabinets, and she scratched behind the cat’s ears when he jumped up on the table. Facing down Bigmouth didn’t amount to nothing, and she would’ve forgotten all about it, except that across the street, three doors down from Bigmouth’s crew, someone else had been hanging out too, and watching. Leteesha Monroe’s oldest boy.

Bigmouth was wrong about the new mayor. He surely was Black, for one thing, and for the other, he did care about these blocks. Especially these blocks. But he was new, and he had lots of problems, and what was it Miss Crawford herself had been saying to Robbie just now as he bagged up her groceries? It’s a new day in Newark, she told him, and what’s wrong can be righted if we step up and right it ourselves.

* * * *

Two days later the sun was out and the breeze was warm and come afternoon Miss Crawford felt like a walk. She wasn’t in need of groceries, but she went that way nonetheless, along the side of the street where Bigmouth’s crew hung out. She passed them with her head high and without a word and then stopped three doors down. Like the other day, there was Leteesha Monroe’s oldest boy.

“What you doing here, child?” Miss Crawford demanded. “You got no homework waiting for you?”

“Done it.” The boy fidgeted uncomfortably.

“And your momma got no chores?”

“Done ’em.”

Miss Crawford looked him up and down. “Well, I got chores. You come help me with my cabinets where I can’t reach, and I’ll pay you. That suit you?”

He shrugged, still a good enough boy to know his duty. “I guess.”

She nodded. “Later today, right before suppertime. And boy? No point in your hanging around here day and night. Those punks, they don’t need you and they don’t want you. And you too good for them, you surely are.”

He didn’t meet her eye. Miss Crawford marched on to the grocery and passed the time with Robbie. She bought three cans of cat food, because sooner or later the animal was going to eat her out of what she already had, wasn’t he? Then she headed back along the other side of the street, and blessed if Bigmouth wasn’t standing on the exact same piece of broken sidewalk as always.

“Rashawn, move yourself aside.”

Bigmouth stared with that mean grin. “Rashawn? Old lady, who you talking to?”

“Oh, get out my way. I need to get home. Every time I come by here, you get all up in my face.”

“Listen, old bitch, I got a question for you. You in such a damn hurry to get home, how come you even come by here? You live over there. Be much faster the other way. You just like getting all up in my face?”

“Don’t like nothing about your face, boy. But that other boy, can’t deny I like him less.”

“Who?” Bigmouth scowled. “C-4?”

She snorted. “C-4. Pure foolishness is all that is. You, at least I know the name your momma give you. Far as him, he’s just one evil child. Don’t like the way you strut around these blocks like a rooster, Rashawn, but I be sorrier if he turn out to be right.”

“Right? What you mean, who’s right?”

“That boy. When he say he’s gonna take these blocks from you.”

Bigmouth frowned down at her. “He say that?”

She squinted at him. “You ain’t pretending to me you never heard that? I’m just a old lady, live with a cat. If I heard it, I know everybody did. You planning on hiding your head in the sand? Go right ahead, boy, but just remember when you do that, what sticks out.” She looked at him again, then walked on home.

The Monroe boy came over right before suppertime. He put the cat food and soup and all the flour and sugar in the cabinets where she wanted them. The flour and sugar, she had out because she’d been baking raisin cookies, and along with five dollars, which was fair, she gave him some of the cookies and a glass of milk. She had some herself too, and while they ate them she asked him about school and basketball. She told him how good the church choir sounded, and she said she could hear him especially, which she wasn’t sure was true but it made him smile. Besides that smile, all she got was one-word answers, nods, and shrugs, because that was how boys acted at that age, but she heard enough to be satisfied he was still going all those places they talked about, and that’s why she was asking.

“All right,” she finally said, packing more cookies in a sack and handing them to him, “you take these for your brothers and your sister. Tell your momma Miss Crawford sends my best.”

* * * *

The next afternoon was sunny again. Miss Crawford went out. She took a breath in the bright sunshine and walked around the block the other direction.

The boy standing in her way on this side wasn’t C-4 himself. Miss Crawford supposed that meant he was off somewhere doing his drug-dealer business, which was the only time Bigmouth cleared off his square of sidewalk too. This boy here, she didn’t know what his momma called him but on these blocks his name was Late Nite. He stepped aside after the tiniest little look at her, like she wasn’t worth his worry. But she stopped in front of him and tilted her head up—he was a tall one—and she said, “Yo, son. You work for that ugly boy, call himself all letters and numbers?”

Late Nite drew his eyebrows together. “Say what?”

“C-4,” she said impatiently. “Came over here to talk to him.”

“He’s busy.” Late Nite looked like something was funny.

“Don’t you mock me, boy. He hiding out already?”

The snicker stopped. “What?”

“I say, is he hiding out? ’Cause that ain’t gonna help him Friday.”

“Friday? What’s that?”

“It’s the day at the end of the week. The day Bigmouth and his crew from over there—” she jerked her chin “—say he gonna come over and clean his clock.”

“What clock? What you talking about, clock?”

Miss Crawford regarded the young man. “I don’t like that Bigmouth none,” she finally said, “but Lord Almighty, at least his crew ain’t stupid. Maybe I was wrong. Never you mind.” She turned to leave.

“Wait, old lady. Just wait. What the hell you saying?” He stepped around in front of her.

“Watch your tongue, boy. Don’t no one curse at me.”

Late Nite rolled his eyes. “Yeah, yo, sorry. But lady, what you saying?”

“Not sure I should tell you now. Like I say, maybe I was wrong.”

He made a fist, though he didn’t raise it to her. “If you got something you think C-4 oughta know…”

Miss Crawford took a quick step back, eyeing the clenched hand. She didn’t take her eyes from it as she swallowed and said, “Why I’m here, I was studying on it, and I decided, if one boy gonna be running both blocks, might better be C-4 than Bigmouth.”

“Running both blocks? Who say?”

“Bigmouth. Starting Friday. High noon, he be here, like this was some stupid movie. That’s what started me thinking. C-4, he mean and ugly, but he run a business. He don’t be playing no games over here. If we gotta choose between a clown and a hard case, maybe best we have a hard case. I imagine, C-4 make a deal, probably he stick to it.”

“That’s for sure.” The young man waved it aside. “You telling me Bigmouth and his crew coming here Friday, to get up in C-4’s face?”

“How many times I gotta say it before it sink through your thick skull? Bigmouth, he’s thinking this the time to do it, because of the amnesty.”

“Amnesty? What the—what do that mean?”

She gave a sigh. “The police amnesty, you natural fool. All them cops C-4 be paying to watch his backside, they getting amnesty this week if they sign a paper says they ain’t gonna protect you all anymore. The mayor, he wanted them to have to tell all about you too, but that got negotiated. You know that word?”

“Course I know that word,” Late Nite snapped. “You mean—”
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