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CHAPTER ONE


“Readers
looking for a serious hard-boiled novel
better skirt a wide detour
around this one
lest its contagious good humor
and lighthearted style
cause them severe bodily harm.”

—Stokes Moran, on Rita Mae Brown’s Murder at Monticello



“A” Is for Alibi, “B” Is for Burglar, “C” Is for Corpse … “S” Is for Stupid?

Have you ever played the game? The Grafton Game? I know a number of mystery fans, including myself, who do.

But if you’re not a player, then all I can say for you is “D” Is for Deadbeat. Or “W” Is for Wimp.

The rules of the game are simple. You merely try to outguess author Sue Grafton on her alphabet choices for Kinsey Millhone’s future adventures. Several years ago, as a mental exercise during a power blackout, I compiled a list by candlelight, all the way from G (you see, I came late to the party) to Z. Not wanting to limit myself to just one entry per letter, I jotted down both serious and comic alternatives for each, even revising my selections as the years have passed.

And, from time to time, I will pull out the list and see how I’m doing. The good news: I’ve occasionally hit the target right on the mark—“H” Is for Homicide and “K” Is for Killer are two of my notable successes. But more times than not, I’ve missed badly—“G” Is for Graft being the most outrageous. (With her seventh letter, I felt the author would opt for a one-time bit of self-parody. Turned out she didn’t. So what can I say? I was wrong.)

But that’s the fun of the game. Being wrong can even be more fun than being right. Just consider the possibilities. “N” Is for Nympho—Kinsey goes undercover as a Playboy bunny. “O” Is for Oscar—Kinsey interrupts murder at the Academy Awards. “P” Is for Poltergeist—Kinsey is stranded in a Western ghost town.

See what I mean? None of those suggestions is ever likely to end up on a Grafton manuscript, but that’s not the point of the game. It’s just a silly and mindless way to spend a few happy minutes. And what’s the harm?

Which brings me to “S” Is for Stupid. I have to admit that the title is not really part of the Grafton contest. It’s more properly the epitaph for my headstone.

Somebody should have told me to stay in bed that fateful Thursday morning, pull the sheets up over my head, sleep straight through the next three days, and not wake again until Sunday.

At the very least.

But nobody was talking. Heck, even if I’d had forewarning, I doubt it would have done any good. ’Cause at the time I wasn’t too big on listening. That’s one of my problems—I’ve got a hard head. Granite and marble don’t even come close to describing it. Just ask my wife, she’ll tell you.

True, the first ten hours of that mid-October Thursday followed pretty much the same routine as do most of my days in Tipton, Connecticut, my home now for the past seven years which I share with my wife, Lee, my Irish setter, Bootsie, and my ferret, Wee (short for Weezer).

First thing that morning, I took Bootsie out for our regular daily run along the banks of the Yessula River, in the park which is located just across the street from my house. Then, somewhere around eleven o’clock, I finished my reading of the latest Dick Francis thriller, spent a couple of hours writing and polishing the review and then faxed it to the syndication service that distributes my reviews to newspapers around the country, enjoyed a late lunch with Lee, and even managed to catch a brief snooze on the living room sofa.

A pretty much Joe Average kind of day. Up to that point.

Then, about four-thirty in the afternoon, I foolishly yielded to an overwhelming and irresistible impulse. In other words, in a moment of duress, I blew it! Of course, at the time I truly believed I was making a sound decision. Yeah, hindsight’s a real marvelous invention, all right. It can even zoom in on the fine print at the bottom of the eye chart. Fat lotta good it does!

Who knew? It was such a little thing, a minor infraction at worst, barely a blip on my life’s radar screen. It’s not like I stole the Crown Jewels, cheated on my income tax, rolled an old man in the park, or committed murder.

But it was strange how one rash yet seemingly inconsequential act, over the course of the next fifty or so hours, could so thoroughly disrupt the lives of several people, place my entire future in jeopardy, and startle me to the very core of my being.

Sure, I can say the words now, even repeat them. They’re not exactly flattering to my ego, but they are nevertheless completely accurate—stupid, stupid, stupid.

Stupid.

Yes indeed, in retrospect there’s absolutely no doubt I should have stayed in bed that Thursday morning.

Or to borrow a phrase forever associated with the great Mary Roberts Rinehart—

HAD I BUT KNOWN!



CHAPTER TWO


“How the author
manages to get the reader
to put aside disbelief
and embrace
the impossible antics
of the animal characters
is perhaps this writers
greatest marvel.”

—Stokes Moran, on Lilian Jackson Braun’s The Cat Who Moved a Mountain



“Stokes Moran must die!”

I don’t usually lose my temper, but, on those rare occasions when I do, I sometimes tend to get overly dramatic. So I shouted those words with all the passion of a Marlon Brando impersonator, jumping up from the sofa and slamming my new book down against the seat cushions. I did everything but tear my shirt, pull my hair, and beat my chest.

“What is it now, Kyle?” Lee asked blandly from the other end of the sofa, a magazine in her lap and a box of chocolates and a can of cream soda at her fingertips.

My wife of eight months—who barely topped five feet in height and normally weighed no more than a hundred pounds soaking wet—had begun, in her seventh month of pregnancy, to add weight at such an alarmingly high rate that I was convinced she must be eating for sixteen rather than two. How she could possibly continue her present food consumption for another gluttonous eight weeks—until the December due date—posed a gastronomic puzzle worthy of Diane Mott Davidson, Katherine Hall Page, and Virginia Rich. On the one occasion when I had summoned my courage to broach the sensitive subject, Lee had downplayed my concern as “unnecessary husbandly worry,” while she nevertheless continued to pack away the groceries.

But I was not presently preoccupied with Lee’s predilection for calories. I could only see my own seemingly intolerable problem.

“Just look at this copy!” I yelled, hastily jerking the dust jacket off the discarded book. “After all my pleas and protestations, not a single reference to my real name, to Kyle Malachi!”

“So what’s the problem?” Lee snagged the jacket I was wildly waving like a matador’s cape in front of her face.

“That.” I pointed to the offending jacket. “That’s the problem.”

“Don’t get so worked up,” she said, adjusting her reading glasses on the bridge of her nose. “Calm down for a minute and tell me just what it is that’s so objectionable.”

I took several measured breaths as Lee perused the wrapper text for Alias Stokes Moran, a collection of reviews, opinions, and essays I had written under my mystery-reviewing pseudonym. The hardcover coffee-table-sized book—at a hefty price tag of $35—was scheduled for national distribution the day after Thanksgiving, and the publisher had sent me an advance copy.

“I wanted my own name on the book,” I objected simply. “In addition to my more famous pseudonym. I didn’t think it would be such a big deal to just add a single line identifying Stokes Moran as Kyle Malachi.”

“Kyle, I don’t know what else you expected,” Lee said. “After all that unwanted publicity this past summer, I’d think you’d want to keep your two identities separate.”

Back in May, and June, and continuing into August, I had unwillingly found myself in the international media spotlight. Kyle Malachi, sudden heir to the Holcomb millions. Or should I say billions? The murders had only fueled the feeding frenzy.* Luckily in the last few weeks interest had ebbed, and other scandals had happily diverted press attention away from me.

“That’s definitely what the lawyers would prefer,” I said. Then, adopting a falsetto voice, I paraphrased a fairly reasonable imitation of their legalistic lingo. “Can’t drag the hallowed family name into such an overtly crass enterprise as commercial publishing, especially not a mystery book.” I shook my head. “Oh my, no. Like the Holcomb name hadn’t already been through more mud than the Hudson.”

The doorbell rang, interrupting my discourse.

“Saved by the bell,” Lee said, then laughed. “Uh-oh, here come the troops.”

Irish setter and ferret bolted headlong out of the kitchen door, Bootsie barking out her cacophonous welcome, little Wee hard on her heels. I could never tell if the ferret actually understood that there was somebody at the front door, or if she was only responding to the dog’s frenetic excitement. Acting on Lee’s warning, I leaped ahead of the animal parade.

Ever since the ferret had joined our family group a few months back, even the simple act of opening an outside door had turned into a daily challenge. Crack the door an inch, and the tiny creature would be out and gone, possibly lost forever in the wilds of suburban Connecticut.

The little ferret had disrupted our household more than either Lee or I would ever have imagined possible. Our early and erroneous concern had centered on Wee’s effect on Bootsie. After all, this house had been a canine kingdom for many years. How would Bootsie react to a sudden usurper to her throne? But the dog had proved surprisingly receptive to the new houseguest, much more so than the two human inhabitants, whose lives the ferret seemed to take great delight in upsetting.

More curious than a cat, Wee demanded to know what was behind every shutter, inside every cabinet, and beneath every surface. She could be anywhere, at any time—on top of the television, inside the washing machine, under the La-Z-Boy recliner, or, particularly dangerous for Lee, on the stairs. Even such a menial chore as taking out the garbage had now assumed a terrifying new dimension. After having once found her unexpectedly asleep inside the trash bag, I no longer casually tossed the sacks out the back door. For Wee’s sake, both Lee and I had learned to remain constantly vigilant.

I steadfastly refused to sentence her to a cage. Wee had enjoyed free run of her previous environment, and she deserved nothing less of her new home. Even if it sent me to an early grave. Which, judging from the nervous wreck Wee had turned me into, it very well might—and any day now at that.

The doorbell rang again before I could successfully snare the slippery ferret. “Just a minute,” I yelled through the doorway to our unsuspecting visitor.

“No problem.” The easily recognizable voice belonged to my next-door neighbor, Nolan James, who, through his frequent drop-overs, knew well the maneuver I was now engineering.

I finally scooped Wee up onto my shoulder, where she retained her perch while I laced my fingers through the dog’s collar. This stooped posture had become so routine that I couldn’t remember the last time I had been able to meet any visitor on an equal, eye-to-eye basis. It was giving me an inferiority complex, not to mention a perpetual backache.

With both animals under relatively reasonable restraint, I turned the knob, releasing the lock. From the other side, Nolan pushed against the door and quickly sidled through the opening.

“Don’t you ever get tired of all these shenanigans?” Nolan, as occasional baby-sitter to my animals, had personal knowledge of the physical exertions requisite in merely opening the door.

“Yes,” I said. With the door safely closed and locked, I freed Bootsie from my grip and placed Wee gently back on the floor. Both animals immediately set upon Nolan, who suddenly looked like a helpless raccoon caught in the glaring headlights of an onrushing eighteen-wheeler.

“Down!” I commanded Bootsie, who had almost staggered Nolan under her eager assault, while the ferret nosed around Nolan’s pant cuffs, preparatory to scaling the heights. Nolan had previously experienced the intimate indignity of Wee climbing all the way up the inside of his slacks. This time, Nolan shook her gently off his leg.

“Put the animals in the kitchen,” Lee suggested with a trace of annoyance.

“It’s okay,” Nolan said, a grin spreading across his lips. “They’re settling down.”

And indeed they were. After the initial thrill had passed, Bootsie had plopped down on the floor beside the recliner and Wee had headed back to the kitchen.

“How do those two manage to get so worked up every time somebody comes to the door?” Nolan asked, leaning back into the La-Z-Boy.

“Visitors and food,” Lee said sarcastically. “I think that’s all they live for. Luckily, the ferret sleeps three hours out of every four. Which allows us mere mortals to rest up between skirmishes.”

Nolan laughed. “Well, they’re a pair, that’s for sure. Oh,” he added, unbuttoning his coat, “I ran into Freeman out front so I brought in your mail. Hope you don’t mind.”

He retrieved several envelopes and a single large package from inside his L. L. Bean hunting jacket. “I thought I’d keep ’em out of harm’s way,” he explained as he placed the items in my hands.

As a mystery reviewer, I get dozens of book deliveries a month. Those packages are normally too large to fit into the mailbox, which means Freeman, our regular carrier, must come to the door. Over the last few weeks, the wily mailman had become quite creative at avoiding unwanted animal contact. It would not have surprised me in the least if, contrary to all federal regulations, he had intentionally left our mail with Nolan. I couldn’t blame him. After all, the UPS driver had started leaving all her deliveries on the outside stoop. Only her yet-to-wise-up substitute—on his infrequent forays into enemy territory—still braved the door.

The package Nolan handed over was not addressed to either Stokes Moran, book reviewer, or to Kyle Malachi, house occupant. Instead, it bore the Lee Holland Literary Agency name, which for the past half year had consisted of only one client—me.

“Uh-oh,” I groaned, handing the package to my wife.

She nodded. “I’m afraid so,” she said. “It looks like another return.”

As Lee struggled with the strings and wrapping, I calculated that this was the fifth rejection of my manuscript in the last six weeks. For the past year, I had been working on my own mystery novel. Finally, two months ago, I had finished the first draft. After a little tinkering and polishing, I had handed the manuscript over to Lee, who also doubles as my agent, a function she performed long before we were ever married.

As agent to Stokes Moran, Lee had succeeded in syndicating my mystery reviews, with more than a hundred weekly and monthly subscribers all across the nation, ranging from large metropolitan newspapers to monthly mystery periodicals and fanzines. I supposed I now had the largest audience of any single critic in America. Thanks to Lee.

She had not yet been quite so successful in selling my novel, however. “It’d be a lot easier if you’d let me use your name,” she had frequently complained. “Either of your names,” she had added pointedly.

From the first, I had insisted that the manuscript be sent out without author identification. I wanted the book to be judged on its own merits, and not have publishers swayed by either the fame of Stokes Moran or the notoriety of Kyle Malachi—the “Holcomb Heir.” Thus far, the gambit had backfired.

It was a no-win situation. Over the last year, I had grown increasingly frustrated with my Stokes Moran alter ego, especially when the publisher of Alias Stokes Moran had consistently refused to acknowledge my true identity. Then, with all the media furor following the Holcomb affair, I could no longer use the name Kyle Malachi even to order a pizza. It had become almost as well known a sobriquet as O. J. Simpson.

With five straight rejections, though, I was beginning to wonder if my no-name mystery novel held any appeal whatsoever.

“Don’t worry, Kyle,” Lee said as she slid the manuscript out of the cardboard container. “It’s just a matter of finding the right publisher. And, believe me, we will.”

As former literary agent for dozens of published writers—a couple of whom consistently made the best-seller lists—Lee recognized quality when she saw it, and she thought my book was good. But as she had said immediately after she had first read it: “The question’s not so much is it good as is it commercial.”

The telephone rang. Lee picked it up.

“Yes.”

A rare condition for him, Nolan had lapsed into companionable silence, his short, wiry frame draped haphazardly against the recliner. Nolan, an ex-cop, had been my next-door neighbor on this quiet cul-de-sac in Tipton for almost three years.

Best not to think too much about those events, though. At least not at the moment. So I sorted through the rest of the mail while half listening to my wife’s side of the telephone conversation.

“This is she.” Pause. “Yes, I see.”

I could tell it was a business call. Prior to her pregnancy, Lee had confined all her professional activities to her Manhattan apartment, which she still owned and until recently had continued to visit two or three times a week in order to handle her clients. But following the advice of her obstetrician, she had cut back on the commute—first to once a week, and then, some two months ago, to just once a month. Because of that travel restriction, she had been obliged to conduct business, for a while at least, out of our Tipton home.

“Thanks for calling,” she concluded. “Yes, I’ll let him know immediately.”

Lee closed the portable phone and placed it on the cushion next to her. She opened her mouth to speak, then stopped. I looked at her with growing curiosity and not a little bit of suspicion.

“What is it?” I asked.

Lee pushed herself up off the sofa and walked over behind Nolan, aligning the chair and the coffee table between us.

“It’s good news,” she said somewhat meekly.

“Oh?” I left the sofa as well, joining my wife behind the recliner. Nolan was forced to crane his neck just to keep us in his line of vision.

“It is,” Lee reiterated, and nodded her head for emphasis.

“Then why don’t you tell me about it?” I said.

She sighed, then blurted, “Galaxy Press has bought your book.”

My heart lurched, but I knew there was more to the story, otherwise Lee wouldn’t be acting so cagey.

“That’s wonderful,” I said, curbing my initial enthusiasm. “Now why don’t you tell me the rest of it.”

“Rest of it?” Lee tried to appear nonchalant. “I don’t know what you mean.”

I draped my arm around her shoulder. “Sure you do. There’s something you’re not telling me—something you’re intentionally not telling me—and we both know it.”

Lee transferred her gaze from me to Nolan. “Nolan, would you like a cup of coffee? I’ll be glad to get it for you.”

“Sure—”

“Shut up, Nolan,” I said, perhaps just a tad too sharply. “We’re generating enough of a caffeine buzz right here.” With my left hand, I cupped my wife’s chin and turned her face toward mine. “Now, Lee, tell me what it is that you so obviously don’t want to tell me.”

I saw a tear form in the corner of her left eye. “It’s good news, really it is.”

“You already said that.”

“Kyle—” She stopped.

“Yes.”

“I identified the author as Stokes Moran.”

“What!” I stepped away from my wife. “How could you? I specifically forbade you to do that.”

“I know,” she said, “but the book is good. I knew any publisher would love to get it.”

“Only if it’s by Stokes Moran,” I said.

“It doesn’t matter. Hundreds of good books are rejected every year. I couldn’t stand by and watch while your book went down the tubes. Stokes Moran makes it commercial. Why can’t you see that?”

I stormed over to the sofa and picked the phone up from where Lee had left it. I dialed directory information in Manhattan.

“Kyle, what are you doing?” Lee demanded. “You’re not calling Galaxy Press, are you? Please don’t do anything rash.”

“No, I’m not calling Galaxy,” I said. “I’m—” The operator’s voice sounded in my ear. “Give me the number for The New York Times,” I requested.

Lee walked over to where I stood. “Kyle?” she asked, a puzzled expression visible on her face.

I waved her silent, repeating in my head the number I had just been given. I punched it into the keypad.

“Times?” I asked. “Connect me with Obituaries.”

Lee frowned. “Kyle, please tell me what you’re doing!” Her voice sounded frantic.

“I’m killing off Stokes Moran. Once and for all.”

*The Best Money Murder Can Buy (Scribner, 1996).



CHAPTER THREE


“Something as commonplace
as the ringing
of a bell
can
trigger
unforeseen changes
in the lives of all concerned.”

—Stokes Moran, on Nancy Pickard’s Confession



The death notice appeared the following morning, though not in the Obituary section as I had expected. Instead, the newspaper placed the announcement in its “Chronicle” column hidden deep inside the Metro section. It was a simple two-sentence statement under the headline MORAN IS DEAD: “The Times has been informed that nationally syndicated mystery critic Stokes Moran has died. No further details were immediately available.”

“You’re going to regret it,” Lee said, carefully folding the newspaper and placing it next to her empty breakfast plate on the kitchen table.

“Maybe.” Sitting across from my wife, I gripped both hands around my Murder Ink commemorative mug and gulped the steaming black coffee, scalding my mouth in the process. I didn’t care about the damage to my tongue or tonsils, I needed the caffeine. Desperately.

Seeing Stokes Moran’s death announced in cold print had unnerved me, much more than I had anticipated. I was momentarily experiencing a sick feeling in the pit of my stomach that I couldn’t quite describe. It wasn’t exactly dread, or shock, or panic. But it was close. I wondered if this was how Sir Arthur Conan Doyle had felt when he killed off Sherlock Holmes at Reichenbach Falls. Had I, as Lee maintained, acted too rashly?

“He can always rise from the dead,” I said, recalling the Great Detective’s miraculous return to Baker Street following the loud public outcry over the author’s 1891 short story, “The Final Problem.”

“What?”

“Stokes Moran. I can resurrect him.”

“He’s not a fictional character,” Lee said, as if reading my thoughts, “that you can just bring back to life as if nothing happened. Besides, you forget I confirmed the story.”

I had not forgotten. The afternoon before, as soon as I had disconnected the call to the newspaper, Lee had descended on me in lionesslike fury, which Nolan observed in helpless silence.

“Kyle, are you crazy?” she’d shouted. “You’ve spent the better part of a decade establishing the Stokes Moran name, not to mention all the time and effort I’ve devoted to building the syndication network. Now you’ve thrown it all away. I can’t believe it!”

“I was fed up,” I’d said, trying to match my wife’s hostility. But, now the deed was done, I found that my anger was quickly dissipating.

“And what about the book?”

“Which one?”

“Either one!” she’d yelled. “You’ve put both of them in jeopardy.” Lee sat down on the sofa and crossed both arms over her chest. “Or don’t you care about being published anymore?”

I looked to Nolan for support, but he just despairingly shook his head. Before I could mount a defense, the phone rang.

“Hello?” Lee’s greeting was overtly curt. “Yes, this is she.”

With my wife’s anger momentarily focused elsewhere, I reflected on my impulsive act. Maybe Lee was right, that I had overreacted, that I had not fully thought through the consequences, but, dammit, I was sick and tired of Stokes Moran getting all the credit. After all, he was my creation. I had every right to kill him off if that’s what I wanted.

“Kyle!” Lee waved frantically for my attention, cupping her hand over the telephone’s mouthpiece. “This is The New York Times. They want me to confirm Stokes Moran’s death.”

Startled, I asked, “Why did they call you?”

“They tracked me down,” she answered. “They know I’m his agent.”

“How?”

Lee looked at me as if I were a retarded child. “It’s a matter of public record.”

“I know, but how did they get to you this fast? Oh, never mind.”

“What do you want me to say?”

“Tell them Stokes Moran is dead,” I said.

Lee frowned. “Are you sure you want to do this? It isn’t too late to change your mind. I could deny the report. Say it was a hoax or something.”

“No.” I adamantly shook my head. “I’ve made my decision.”

Still frowning, Lee lifted her hand from the mouthpiece. “Yes,” she said, but I could hear the reluctance in her voice, “that’s the information I have. Stokes Moran is dead. I’m sorry, that’s all I can tell you at this time. No, I don’t have any of the details.”

The rest of the evening had lapsed into an uneasy truce between Lee and me, the two of us barely communicating anything more significant than the choice of dinner entree. Nolan had taken his leave from the war zone sometime around seven-thirty. I couldn’t blame him. After all, being caught in the middle of a domestic dispute can lead to fatal consequences.
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