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Flash and Bang

A Short Mystery Fiction Society Anthology

J. Alan Hartman, Editor


Introduction

In 1996, Margo Power, publisher of Murderous Intent Mystery Magazine, founded the Short Mystery Fiction Society.

In a few years, some members of the society started a magazine called Mysterical-e. Then they arranged to begin giving out yearly awards named the Derringers for short mystery fiction of up to twenty thousand words. Almost twenty years later, the society has grown to more than 1,600 members worldwide, Mysterical-E changed its name slightly and its publisher, but is still extant, and the society still gives out those Derringer awards annually. More information and links at the end of this introduction.

The Society celebrates short mystery fiction and welcomes anyone interested in the genre. Writers, editors, publishers and readers will find interesting discussions about writing, publishing, marketing, conventions, awards, the writing life and many other topics of interest. 

This year the group decided that having an anthology made up of stories by members would be a great project. Jay Hartman from Untreed Reads volunteered to edit and publish the collection of stories that you now hold in your hands. 

There are nineteen short stories by nineteen amazing authors all in one volume. Here’s a peek inside:

1.  “The Perfect Crime,” a rhyming flash by Herschel Cozine, proves that crime writers can write the perfect crime story.

2.  Was the fire at the old cotton mill arson? If so, who could have set it? Find out the surprising answer in “The Conflagration at the Nameless Cotton Gin” by Bobbi A. Chukran.

3.  There’d been a “Murder on Elm Street” years ago, and the house had remained empty ever since. Until the power went out and two strangers moved in. A real mystery by Su Kopil.

4.  In “Fireworks (From Judge Lu’s Ming Dynasty Case Files)” by P.A. De Voe, what was supposed to be a celebration turns deadly.

5.  If you like surprise endings, you’ll love “The Bag Lady” by Laurie Stevens.

6.  In “Sierra Noir” by Tim Wohlforth, the stakes are hot and high. A fire almost burns down a whole town, but a young woman loses her life to gunshots, not the fire.

7.  Suzanne Berube Rorhus tells an unusual tale of two inventors that takes place in ancient times in “Thor’s Breath.”

8.  Sandra Murphy provides laughs and surprises in her flash story, “Arthur.” Don’t miss it.

9.  In “Fractured Memories” by Julie Tollefson, more than fireworks go off at a Fourth of July celebration.

10. “Don’t Let the Cop into the House” by O’Neil De Noux is a powerful story about two police officers having an intense discussion, and what follows.

11. In “Rosie’s Choice” by John Floyd, the suspense builds to unbearable heights while an old woman confronts two gangsters offering “protection.” 

12. A retro, atmospheric story about unrequited love is JoAnne Lucas’s offering, “Don’t Be Cruel.”

13. Andrew MacRae’s “A Simple Job” involves a detective, a beautiful female CEO and blackmail.

14. Another flash story, “Beautiful Killer,” by Judy Penz Sheluk is a moving tale of love and loss.

15. There’s Diana, the smart hooker whose heart of gold is a bit tarnished in “The Fruit of Thy Loins” by Albert Tucher.

16. Earl Staggs’s story, “The Raymond Chandler Con,” stars a smart sheriff and a brave best friend who disagree about how to catch a murderer.

17. A satisfying, flash revenge story is short and not so sweet—“The Wrong Girl” by Barb Goffman.

18. Then there’s “Silent Measures” by BV Lawson, a heartwarming tale of a little deaf boy being lost, then found.

19. Walter Soethoudt's story, “A Day Like No Other,” closes out the anthology with a look at a police lieutenant in Antwerp whose social intolerance leads to a very bad day.

SMFS blog: http://shortmystery.blogspot.com/

Mysterical-E: http://mystericale.com/

Jan Christensen

President, Short Mystery Fiction Society


The Perfect Crime

Herschel Cozine

“It’s a murder most foul!” said the great Sherlock Holmes.

“I agree,” Philip Marlowe replied.

“It wasn’t the maid,” said the taciturn Spade.

“She was gone when the old fellow died.”

“And the gardener, too,” said the pious Father Brown,

“He was praying in church at the time.”

And the bleary-eyed Scudder remarked with a shudder,

“It’s a gruesome, unsolvable crime.”

“Yes, indeed,” said Poirot. “I am baffled for sure.”

Nero Wolfe uttered, “pfui” and grumped,

“Although we are blessed with the best of the best,

We are hopelessly, utterly stumped.”

“We have done it!” exulted Sir A. Conan Doyle.

“We’ve outwitted our noble creations.”

With a whoop and a shout, the unflappable Stout

Hugged Miss Christie with congratulations.

While Chesterton beamed in a satisfied smile,

And Chandler gave handshakes to Hammett,

The astute Mister Block, with his eyes wide with shock, 

Muttered softly, “We did it, Goddamit!”


The Conflagration at the Nameless Cotton Gin

Bobbi A. Chukran

The anonymous letters were crude, almost as if a child had scrawled them. But that was no surprise given that most of the employees at the cotton gin were barely high school graduates. The notes were filed away and mostly forgotten by all but a few until after the fire. By that time, it was too late to use them for evidence.

On December 15, there was a flash fire at Nameless County Cotton—the largest the town had ever seen. The gin burned to the ground in a conflagration that sent three fire fighters to nearby hospitals suffering from smoke inhalation. One was airlifted to San Antonio and eventually died from third-degree burns after being in critical condition for over a week.

The day of the fire, Selma Riley reports that she was in her kitchen and heard a loud BANG and hurried outside to make sure the old Chevy hadn’t fallen on her husband Roy. He’d been in the garage and was changing the oil and had the old car up on a makeshift jack. She ran to him and was relieved to find that he was fine. 

They both ran back to the yard where they stood and watched a huge cloud of black smoke toward the east of Nameless. The Riley home was only a half-mile from town and the acrid smoke already filled the air and burned their eyes.

Selma flapped her hand in front of her nose. “Oh god, that smells awful. What in the world?”

“There’s only one thing that smells like that; lord help us,” Roy said. “Smells like the cotton gin’s on fire.” They watched as two fire engines from nearby counties raced by with sirens blaring. “It smells the same way the bedding plant did when it caught fire two years ago,” he added.

Selma nodded. “Yes, I remember. That was horrible. I didn’t get that out of my nose for weeks.”

The cotton gin sat at the edge of town, beside a large network of railroad tracks, and processed all the cotton for over ninety farmers countywide.

Bucky Riley, ten years old, came running out to the road. “Oh boy! Would you look at all the fire trucks!” His eyes lit up as he watched them.

Before the night was over, it would take crews of forty firemen from surrounding counties over five hours to put out the fire. 

Neighbors from up and down the street gathered to watch. Mrs. Theodora Staley said that it smelled like hellfire and brimstone—like the world was coming to an end.

“It’s a good thing the place was closed for the holidays,” Selma said. “Or more might have been hurt.”

“Yeah, good thing,” Roy mumbled, deep in thought.

Roy was quiet during dinner. Afterwards, he took his coffee to the living room, eased back in his recliner and picked up the Nameless News. He shook out the pages and read the headline—NAMELESS COTTON GIN TO CLOSE IN JANUARY. He threw it aside in disgust.

His wife turned off the light to the kitchen and joined him, taking a seat on the sofa. She nodded at the paper. “First the bedding plant, and now this. If I didn’t know better, I’d think you were job-jinxed! Good thing we have some savings to tide us over.”

Roy just grunted.

She reached over and took his hand. “Not that we don’t like having you around the house. It’s been nice lately, and you’ve had more time to play with Bucky. He loves having you here at home.”

He didn’t say anything and kept staring at the paper. Finally he sighed and the lines around his mouth made him look much older. “We’ve lost over three hundred jobs in this town alone over the last three years. I don’t know how much more we can take. We had our suspicions after the layoffs last year that something was going on. But we thought that the downsizing would tide us over. We never dreamed they’d shut down the whole plant permanently. It doesn’t matter now. No way will they rebuild it.”

*

The next day, at the HAIR-WE-ARE Beauty Parlor, Selma overheard Jewel Moore, an older lady in town, talking to the hairdresser. “I wouldn’t be surprised at all if it was arson, pure as day. Went up like a powder keg,” Jewel said, then mentioned some cotton dust and sparks. Selma had no doubt it was true. After all, Jewel was dating Sheriff Lyndall Tinker, and probably had the inside scoop. And not only that, there was a rumor that somebody had been sending anonymous threats to the manager, but it was all “hush-hush.”

Selma rushed home to tell her husband what she’d learned. “Roy!” she said, “Jewel Moore said that they think the fire was caused by some sparks and cotton dust that had built up during the last harvest. Some kind of spontaneous combustion. I wonder if they even bothered to clean the place after the fall harvest.” 

“You don’t say,” he replied. “And where did she hear that?”

“From the sheriff, of course,” she said, looking thoughtful. 

“That woman could talk the hind leg off a mule. What does she know about it?”

“They’re dating. You don’t think that Mr. Smith did something, do you? For the insurance?”

“What? No! Smith has just as much to lose as we do. The Smith family practically built that gin. He’s dedicated his entire life to his workers, and supports the local cotton farmers. No way would he destroy it.”

She smirked. “Well, he certainly didn’t hesitate to lay off those people.”

“He was forced to do that.” He sounded angry. “You never know what people will do when they get pushed.”

“Maybe. Sounds like he stirred up a lot of trouble either way. There was a rumor that somebody sent anonymous notes, threatening Mr. Smith.”

Roy nodded. “Yeah, that part’s true. Smith was trying to keep that quiet. He didn’t want anybody to know about them, and didn’t even report them to the police. Only a few of us foremen ever saw the notes, so we decided to keep it hushed up. I got the impression they were idle threats, just a few guys blowing off steam, mad about losing their jobs so close to the first of the year. Smith didn’t seem too concerned about them.”

“Well, what did they say? The anonymous notes.”

He shrugged. “Nothing much. Stuff like ‘you’ll be sorry’ or ‘it’ll be your own fault if anybody gets hurt’—just general threats from men scared for their jobs.”

She shook her head. “It sure seems awfully suspicious, doesn’t it?”

He nodded. “Yep, it does.”

*

After breakfast the next morning, Sheriff Lyndall Tinker pulled up in front of the Riley house. Roy walked out to meet him and they shook hands.

“Somebody saw some of the older kids playing down there right before the fire. I don’t suppose Bucky knows anything about this? Heard any of his friends talk about it?”

Selma glanced at her husband. “Bucky hasn’t said anything about it,” she said. “He doesn’t usually hang around with that bunch.”

Tinker smiled. “Oh, I know that. But you know how kids are, braggin’ and all. Maybe he heard something. Bucky’s a good kid.”

“He hasn’t said anything,” Roy said.

The sheriff nodded. “Right. Just what I figured. Had to check it out, of course.” He clapped his hat on his head and started to get back into his truck.

“Do they know what happened? How the fire started?” Roy asked.

“They’re still investigating, but they’re pretty sure it was arson. Probably some of those homeless people who break into vacant buildings over the holidays.”

“You don’t say.”

The Sheriff nodded, then stared at Roy for a moment, got back in his truck and pulled out.

Bucky came out of the house and watched as the sheriff drove off. “What did he want?”

“He was asking about the fire. Wondering if you’d heard anything.”

Bucky shook his head. “Nope. But I’m not sorry that place burned down.”

“Bucky!” his mother said, “Why would you say something like that?”

Roy frowned. “Son, I don’t have a job now, and lots of other men don’t either. It’s not going to be easy finding another one. I know you don’t understand.” He tousled his son’s hair and turned to leave.

The boy nodded then frowned. “But you’ll be home now, right?” he asked. “You’ll have lots more time off now, right? To play ball and stuff? Just like after the bedding plant burned? You won’t have to go back to work right away, will you?”

Roy slowly turned and stared at his son. “No, but I’m looking for a job and hope to find something very soon. Why do you ask?”

The boy shrugged and continued to play with his fire truck. He looked up at his father with his innocent blue eyes. “I dunno. It’s just that Mom and I love it when you’re here at home with us. I don’t like it when you work all the time. And Mom’s much happier now, too.”

Roy glanced at his wife. “I don’t like it either, son, but a man’s gotta take care of his family. You’ll understand when you get older.”

Bucky thought about that for a moment. “But that fire was cool, huh? All those fire trucks!” He laughed. “And all that smoke! I like fires. I hope there’re more.”

“Bucky! Mind your tongue. What a horrible thing to say!”

“A lot of people were hurt in that fire, son. There’s nothing cool or funny about that.”

“Did they ever find out who sent those notes?” Bucky pushed his truck around for a moment then looked up at his father. 

Roy got still. “What? What notes?”

His son shrugged. “Oh, I don’t know. The ones that said ‘If anybody gets hurt it’ll be their own fault?’”


Murder on Elm Street

Su Kopil

The BANG reverberated throughout every house on Elm Street, startling the inhabitants and plunging them into darkness on an icy winter night. Cold wind sliced through the cracks and caulking of windows and doors in three of the four houses.

Mona Pearson in Number 1 searched for candles while keeping up a steady barrage of commands to her husband, Ralph, who took advantage of the power outage to chug back two more beers.

In Number 2, Emerson Creswell, successfully clawed his way through the maze of furniture, books, tools and discarded debris in every stage of rot that seemed to erupt from the floorboards and rain down from the ceiling. That he found a flashlight was a miracle in itself; that the batteries were dead, merely par for the course.

Elsa Dunn, in Number 3, had just laid down with a headache when she heard the boom. She ignored it as something not pertaining to her, until the frigid air found her beneath the heavy blanket. She flicked the bedside lamp in vain then stumbled on numb feet to the closet. She found a pack of matches in the worn smoking jacket hanging next to the fur coat she hadn’t worn in a decade.

The power company couldn’t get through on the icy roads. Hour after hour, the residents of Elm Street paced, shivered, and huddled under covers—waiting. By 9 p.m., the wind started flinging pellets of ice against their French doors and oversized windows, and they could no longer feel their limbs.

Emerson was the first to notice that not all the houses on Elm Street were dark. From his dining room window, past the tangle of trees and yard junk, he saw Number 4 glowing like a beacon in the forest. He pulled on a pair of rubber boots he’d dug out from under a pile of old pizza boxes, shrugged into the old leather jacket from his writing days, and shoved his head into a black knit cap, then climbed his way to the front door.

At the same time, Mona Pearson screamed at Ralph to “get back inside this house this instant.” If she hadn’t paused for breath, she never would have heard his grunt. “The old Vanderhall place got lights. I’m going over.”

Elsa Dunn, in Number 3, couldn’t believe it when she spotted a shadowy figure coming out of Emerson’s house. It had to be Emerson but she hadn’t seen him use his front door in eons. Then she noticed the Pearsons slipping and sliding down their driveway. What on earth was going on? 

Mona glanced in Elsa’s direction before following the two men down the street. “Wait,” Elsa yelled, but, of course, they couldn’t hear her inside the house. Already dressed in four layers and a coat, she waddled to the door and flung it open. The frigid wind kicked her in the face. Fighting back, she screamed “Wait!” again.

Emerson turned, then Mona. They waited a heartbeat, but the cold demanded they keep moving, and so they did, with Elsa playing catch-up all the way to the gates of Number 4. Here they paused and looked at one another. They hadn’t visited Number 4, nor spoken to one another for that matter, in twenty-two years. In all that time, the house had remained empty, set back from the road on a little rise of land, while the trees crept up to cradle it within their limbs. But there was no denying now, as they stood at the open gates of the drive, the warm glow of light and life from within.

By the time they made their way up the steps to the entrance, the front door was open, spilling out warmth and light and silhouetting the figure of a young woman. “We’ve been waiting for you,” she said. 

The startled group glanced at each other with apprehension, and perhaps a touch of fear. Their last time together had been here in this house for the Vanderhalls’ anniversary party—a celebration that had ended in murder.

Ralph Pearson was the first to move. He stepped out of the cold and into the foyer. “Got anything to drink?” he asked.

The young woman led the group to the double parlor. Unlike their own cold, electric hearths, a real fire blazed in the fireplace. The room was cozy and well lit by a generator humming somewhere in the distance. A man stood by the bar, nodding to them as they walked in.

“I’m Madigan, and this is my husband Tom.” The woman couldn’t have been much more than twenty, with dark hair worn loose to her shoulders. She had a clean, scrubbed look. No makeup, no jewels, just a simple blue sweater that matched her eyes, and soft denim pants. 

“Excuse me.” Emerson stepped away from the fire where everyone had automatically huddled hands outstretched. “What did you mean you’ve been waiting for us?”

“With the roads impassable and the power still out, there was really only one place to turn in your hour of need. Please…” She gestured to the same overstuffed sofa and chairs that had been there the night of the party twenty-two years ago. There was no sign of dust or mold, not even a musty smell. “Have a seat. Let me get you some refreshments.”

“That’s what I like to hear.” Ralph Pearson dumped his considerable girth in the chair closest to the bar.

“Tom, I believe Mr. Pearson wouldn’t object to a Jack on the rocks.” 

“That’ll warm my insides.” Ralph rubbed his hands together and smiled for the first time.

“And I just boiled a pot of tea.” Madigan poured from a silver tray and carried the steaming cups to the sofa where Mona and Elsa sat, backs rigid, on opposite ends. Mona accepted the Earl Grey with a grateful smile.

Elsa shook her head. “I can’t abide tea even in this weather.”

Unruffled, Madigan handed the second cup to Emerson who nodded his thanks and stood with one elbow resting on the fireplace mantel. She returned to the tea tray and picked up a thermos. “I also made hot chocolate just in case.” She poured the brown liquid into a mug and brought it to Elsa.

Elsa breathed in the chocolaty aroma. “Mmmm.”

“I don’t mean to be rude,” Mona said. “When exactly did you move in? Neither Ralph nor I noticed any moving vans.”

Madigan glanced at Tom. “Oh we just slipped in during the night.”

Ralph laughed. “Got you there Mona, didn’t she?”

“We’ve been here about a week.” Madigan took a seat in a wing chair across from the sofa. “Our own things haven’t arrived yet. Fortunately the house was already furnished. We planned to introduce ourselves, but as you can imagine, we had quite a bit of cleaning to do.”

“Lucky for us you’re here.” Emerson set his cup on the mantel and picked up a heavy silver candlestick. The room grew quiet and all eyes turned to him. He awkwardly replaced the decoration. “Mind if I put another log on the fire?”

He asked Tom but it was Madigan who replied. “Please.”

They all watched as he fed the flames, sending a shower of sparks up the chimney.

“It doesn’t look like power will return anytime soon.” Madigan lifted the teapot. “We may as well get comfortable. Refills anyone?”

Drinks were refreshed and politely sipped while the silence expanded to uncomfortable lengths.

“Still writing them books?” Ralph’s loud voice startled everyone including the man to whom the question was directed.

Emerson shook his head. He had been discreetly moving the knickknacks on the mantel into a cluster on one end.

“How would he have time to? He’s too busy these days collecting junk.” Elsa had been watching Emerson out of the corner of her eye. She’d been trying to decide whether she thought the gray in his hair was distinguished or not.

“And how is your husband, Elsa?” asked Mona. “Still traveling, I take it.”

Elsa turned to Mona with an icy smile. “My, what a lovely necklace. Is it yours?”

The air between the two women crackled with the tension of buried grudges.

“It is lovely.” Madigan spoke from the wing chair. “I noticed it when you took your coat off. It must be awkward, all of you here again, under this roof. Oh, don’t be surprised. The real estate agent told us of the house’s history—about the murder. You were all here that night, weren’t you?”

Again an uneasy glance passed between the guests.

Emerson cleared his throat. “We’ve failed to introduce ourselves. Yet it would appear that you already know us.”

“I’ve done my research. Tom will tell you I’ve always liked a good mystery.”

Tom remained in his position behind the bar, silent and still, except when refilling Ralph’s drink.

“It’s only natural,” Madigan continued, “to be interested in what happened in the house you’re to live in. You were best friends with Claudia Vanderhall, weren’t you?” Madigan peered at Elsa over her cup of tea.

“We were close.” Elsa shot a look at Emerson who turned away. 

“To kill her husband on their anniversary.” Madigan shook her head. “It’s hard to understand. Did she talk about problems in the marriage with you?”

Elsa fussed with the hem of her sweater. “We didn’t talk about such things.”

Mona snorted into her teacup. 

Elsa glared at her.

“An affair is a problem, ya ask me.” Ralph set his empty glass down hard on the bar.

“Rafe Vanderhall was having an affair?” Madigan asked.

“Not Rafe.” Mona looked at Emerson. “Claudia.”

Once again Emerson found himself the center of unwanted attention. By this time, he had surrounded himself with a collection of objects, including an ottoman and various fire pokers. He tugged the collar of his shirt, his back stiff.

“Claudia asked for a divorce,” he said. “Numerous times. ’Course, I shouldn’t have told the police that. They found her prints on the candlestick. Not this one.” He fingered the thick silver candlestick on the mantel. “But one like it. It was an anniversary gift from a guest, so, of course, her prints were on it. Rafe was hit from behind. Anyone wearing gloves could have done it. Her prints would still be there from when she opened the gift.” The rigidness evaporated and he collapsed onto the ottoman with his head in his hands. “If only I hadn’t begged her to get a divorce…”
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