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      Admittedly, writing mystery and suspense stories from another era poses difficulties not found when sticking to the here and now. Considerable effort must be spent establishing an unfamiliar setting. How much research is too much? And God forbid you get an important detail wrong. Off with the offending writer’s head!

      All true, but writing such stories also opens up great opportunities. Tales that wouldn’t make sense in modern America become not just possible but exciting and new. Exploring different cultures and themes becomes great fun. And all that fun applies not just to the writer but to the reader too.

      A win-win.

      These stories range from as recent as thirty years ago (but in a very different culture) to the sixties to World War 2 France to ancient times. I hope you have as good a time reading them as I did writing them.
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            INTRODUCTION TO WHEN THE SUN GOES DOWN

          

        

      

    

    
      I love cold cases. Both writing and reading them. The more difficult, the better. But a sixty-five-year-old case? Before DNA? With no forensic evidence at all?

      That ain’t cold. That’s impossible.

      I wrote “When the Sun Goes Down” for an anthology themed on “secrets.” As it turned out, another writer had also submitted a story that dealt with racial issues. Totally different stories. Totally. Neither of us had lazily opted for the kind of “low-hanging fruit” that often results in duplication.

      Even so, we were still “competing” for one slot. The editor’s vision for her anthology did not allow for two stories on that topic, no matter how much she liked them both. What worked against “When the Sun Goes Down” was that it was considerably longer than the other, and the editor was fighting firm word count limitations established by the publisher. As a result, she chose the shorter story.

      That happens. It’s the risk that accompanies higher word counts. Invariably, editors receive more stories they like, or even love, than they can fit in their anthology. So they’ll pick two 4,500-word stories over a single 9,000-worder. Completely understandable. I’m sure that over the years some of my 3,000- and 4,000-word stories have enjoyed the other side of that coin.

      No matter what, you have to write the story you believe in, then deal with the consequences. Otherwise, what’s the point? If there’s a firm word count limitation, you might be able to trim it to get under the ceiling while staying true to your vision. If not, you submit that tale elsewhere and write another one that meets the requirement. In this case, though, there was no word count limitation that I’d exceeded. My disadvantage only came to light after the fact.

      Too late to change anything.

      Even so, I wouldn’t have changed a word. I’d told the tale I wanted to tell. That’s all you can do, then move on.

      Fortunately, “When the Sun Goes Down” wasn’t left out in the cold for long. Dean Wesley Smith deemed the story “flat wonderful” and published it in lucky issue number 13 of Pulphouse Fiction Magazine.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            WHEN THE SUN GOES DOWN

          

        

      

    

    
      Latisha Watkins was making the rounds at her cousin’s wedding reception, catching up with relatives and old friends, some of whom she hadn’t seen since leaving Tulsa for Boston ten years earlier. She’d gotten her Bachelor’s degree in Criminal Justice and stayed up north, becoming first a street cop and then a detective in a gritty, downtrodden city north of Boston that had no shortage of crime. She’d returned a few times, but this was her first extended vacation back here since her childhood. The timing left a lot to be desired—who left Boston for Oklahoma in July instead of January?—but it was great to see everyone again anyway.

      The band had taken a break, which had also given Latisha a break from all the dances with old boyfriends and total strangers. She hadn’t overdone it with her black dress. Not cut too low, since she didn’t have that much to show anyway. Not too short either; she certainly could have shown off her sleek brown legs to better advantage. But there was no hiding her attractive figure, and the men had apparently noticed that, or perhaps the pleasing complexion of her dark brown face, or her bright smile, or simply that she was having a good time moving about the dance floor.

      But it had been a well-timed break by the band. The air was filled with the smells of colognes and perfumes, and of the tomato sauce, beef, and chicken from the main course. The buzz of conversation filled the air, punctuated by silverware clinking on plates by those still eating the, by all accounts, sinfully delicious caramel cheesecake topped with strawberries and whipped cream.

      Too sinful for Latisha’s taste. It was the kind of dessert you gained five pounds just looking at. So she began to move from one circular table to another, each with its white lace tablecloth, place settings and wine glasses, and ornate flower arrangement at the center. In due time she got to her Grandma June, perched near the rear of the hall, table nineteen out of twenty, all but three of the other nine at her table off to the bar or restroom or circulating just like Latisha.

      She sat in the seat to her grandmother’s left and smiled. It wasn’t forced. She couldn’t help but smile when she was around the woman. Grandma June had aged considerably since they’d last seen each other. She was thin now almost to the point of being skeletal, her white flowered dress hanging limply off her shoulders. A gust of wind might carry her away, or if it knocked her down, it would shatter every bone in her fragile body. But Latisha thought she still saw the old spark in her grandma’s eyes.

      “Grandma June, you’re looking great!” Latisha lied.

      Grandma June gave her a shooing away gesture. “I’m getting awfully close to ninety years old. My wrinkles have wrinkles. I can’t get from this table to the next one without this damned walker here behind me.” She pointed her thumb over her right shoulder to the walker parked behind the empty seat to her right. “How great is that?” But she followed her words with a playful wink. Grandma June hadn’t lost her touch.

      “I hope I’m doing that great at ninety!” Latisha said.

      “I didn’t say I was ninety, child! I’m not even eighty-nine. Not even eighty-eight. I just said I was awfully close… to the big nine-oh-shit!”

      Latisha laughed. “It’s great to see you again.”

      After more pleasantries, Grandma June said, “I’ve got a favor to ask.”

      Grandma June had always been one of her favorites, so Latisha said, “Sure.”

      “A big one.”

      “Okay.”

      “A really big one.”

      “What?” Latisha asked, her carefully trimmed thin eyebrows raised, a sense of foreboding rising.

      “I hear you’re a big shot detective up there in Boston.”

      “I’m a detective north of Boston,” Latisha said. “But I’m no big shot.”

      “You any good?”

      Latisha chuckled ruefully. The question reminded her of her crusty old bastard of a partner up north who’d speculated aloud as soon as they were paired that she must have gotten her bump to detective because “you got brown skin and you got tits.” It was a mistake he made only once, but the unstated doubts had remained until two months ago when Latisha solved a high-profile murder, no thanks to him.

      “You doubt me, Grandma?” Latisha asked, her head cocked.

      “Hell no, I just wanted to hear you brag,” Grandma June said, and they both laughed.

      “To use a phrase my favorite grandma always used to say,” Latisha said, a twinkle in her brown eyes, “I am... the cat’s meow.”

      They laughed some more, Grandma June slapping the table with joy. Yeah, Grandma June still had it. She might be confined to her walker, but that clever mind of hers was still sharp as a tack.

      “So what can I do for you?” Latisha asked.

      “I saw on the TV some hot shot detectives solving something they called a cold case,” Grandma June said. “You know, a case that’s decades old and everyone has forgotten it?”

      Latisha smiled. She didn’t exactly need Grandma June to explain what a cold case is. “I know the term.”

      “Well I got thinking about my beautiful, intelligent hot shot detective of a granddaughter, and I got thinking that I had a cold case for her.”

      Latisha’s smile froze. She’d come down here on vacation, not to hear about cold cases, much less have one dropped into her lap by a grandmother she’d never been able to say no to.

      “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said a thing,” Grandma June said. “I can see it in your face. You don’t even want to hear about it. And I don’t blame you one bit. No, not one bit. It was inconsiderable for me to even mention it. I should be ashamed of myself.”

      “Tell me,” Latisha said, feeling guilty herself now.

      “No, I was just being a selfish old woman. Run along now.” Grandma June gave her a shooing away gesture. “Looks like the tongues of some of those men you danced with are about to fall out of their mouths, they panting so hard for you.”

      “Grandma June, if you don’t tell me about this cold case right this instant, you will be condemning me to a wasted life of hopelessness and misery.”

      Grandma June smiled knowingly. “That’s my girl.”

      And they were laughing again.

      Grandma June said, “Since you’re forcing me to tell you⁠—”

      “I am. I am.”

      “Okay, then.”

      Grandma June’s smile disappeared. Her face turned hard and cold as stone. The joy that had been dancing in her eyes was gone, replaced by a sad, faraway look. She took in a deep breath and sighed.

      “Back in 1955, I was married to a man named Floyd Jackson. A good man, handsome and kind. Short, but with broad shoulders, he was. A hard worker. He was my first husband. We never had children cause we was only married a short time.

      “Your grandfather John, God rest his soul, came later, and John had a bit of a jealous streak, not that I gave him no reason. So he didn’t want to hear no mention of Floyd, no matter what had happened to him. It was as if Floyd had never existed, which wasn’t fair, but that’s the way it was back then. If your man said something, you did it. If he told you never to mention a name again, you didn’t. People might have talked about Floyd, but not in John’s presence.”

      Latisha nodded. She had heard a few things whispered, but wasn’t sure where fact ended and fiction began. Lies were more easily whispered than truths.

      “We lived in an all-black town called Langston. I worked there, but Floyd worked at a farm a few miles away on the edge of a town called Charlton. Walked those miles there and back each day without complaint, always a smile. A hard worker. Probably about five thousand people there in Charlton, all white except for the black men and women like Floyd who went there to work during the day and came home at night. They didn’t count in no census or population total.

      “Well, one night, he didn’t come home. Simple as that. A Wednesday night I remember clear as if it was yesterday. Everything had been fine the day before. No worries. No concerns. Other than how we was going to pay the rent, of course, and if we could ever afford a fan to get some relief from the heat that just baked the sweat to your bones, but wasn’t nothing new about that. Just happened out of the blue. He didn’t come home.

      “I was frantic. I knew the others who went into Charlton. Seventeen in all, fourteen men, including Floyd, and three women. They’d walk together sometimes, if they was leaving at the same time, but they all worked at different farms and businesses so it wasn’t very practical on the way home unless they happened to come upon each other. Wasn’t like there was some place in that town where black people could socialize before all going home together. It was ‘Negro, get... out... of... town.’

      “Well I ran up and down the streets of Langston—back in those days, I could run like the wind, not like now—and I knocked on all the doors of those who worked in Charlton, but none of them knew a thing. Said they never saw Floyd. Thought that like any other day, he was either ahead of them on the road back home or behind. No one thought too much about it until I came knocking, bawling my eyes out, knowing something was wrong.

      “The next evening, two of those men who worked in Charlton returned with Floyd’s body. It was wrapped in sheets. They told me not to look, but I couldn’t help myself. It was the most awful thing I ever saw.”

      Grandma June stared off into the distance and shook her head.

      “The Klan got him. That handsome face wasn’t handsome no more. They beat his strong body into an ugly pulp. They didn’t lynch him, but they might as well have. Worst thing I ever saw.”

      “I’m so sorry,” Latisha said, a lump in her throat.

      “The next day, I got leave from my work, and went to that farm where Floyd worked. I asked them what they had done to my man. What had he done to deserve that? But they had been as shocked as me. They had liked Floyd. He worked hard for them and gave them no trouble.

      “Last they saw him that day was in the middle of the afternoon, but after that he got all his work done, getting feed into the stalls, giving the cows their evening milking, and shoeing two of the horses. They never actually saw him leave, but that wasn’t nothing strange. He was just supposed to finish his work, close up the barn, and head home. They didn’t know nothing was wrong until he didn’t show up the next morning.

      “Wasn’t until the next Monday, five days after he was killed, that the men who worked in Charlton came back with what the Klan was saying Floyd done. They was told my Floyd, who wouldn’t hurt a fly, attempted to rape a woman. A white woman, of course. They wouldn’t care if it was one of us. No name. Just a white woman.

      “But it was a lie. Floyd would never do that. I know my Floyd. He wasn’t that kind of man. He would never have done anything like that. Not to any woman, white or black. He wouldn’t even look at a white woman. He was no fool. This was Oklahoma. He knew the rules.”

      Latisha realized she’d been holding her breath. “How awful!” It was a stupid thing to say that she regretted as soon as the words were out of her mouth. Of course it was awful. But what else could she say?

      “Nowadays, most everyone has forgotten about my Floyd,” Grandma June said. “And those who do remember his name wonder if it all was true. They think my Floyd could really have done such an awful thing. It’s sad how easily some people will believe the worst of lies. Now, you say the name Floyd Jackson and you either get a blank stare, never heard of him, or the vague recollection of a man who attacked a white woman and got beaten to death for it.”

      Silence hung in the air between Latisha and Grandma June even as all about them conversation buzzed. Grandma June placed a cold and bony hand on Latisha’s.

      “I know it’s been a lot of years, but could you find out what really happened? Can you clear my Floyd’s good name so when people hear it, the awful thing they think about is what was done to him and the injustice of it, and not what awful thing he might have done to deserve it?”

      Latisha swallowed hard. This would be impossible. Almost everyone involved was likely dead or mentally compromised. Or would have no intention of exposing the truth. She wasn’t even a cold case detective, and this was the coldest of cold cases. No DNA or other forensic evidence. No leads. Not even any jurisdiction.

      Nothing.

      “It’ll take a miracle.”

      Grandma June nodded and smiled. “Then I’ll pray for a miracle.”
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        * * *

      

      Latisha decided to give it a day. For Grandma June. And maybe, Latisha thought, for herself, too. Because this kind of thing was important. She’d be down here for a week. One day of lost vacation time wouldn’t kill her. Although she suspected she’d soon get sucked into a second day and then a third and who knew how much longer.

      Likely for nothing.

      At nine the next morning, she parked her Hyundai rental in front of the Charlton police station in a yellow-lined space next to an empty cruiser on her right, leaving the car running for the A/C. The building, made of old bricks now dirty and crumbling, housed the post office on the right and the police station on the left. It was on Main Street, half a mile from the center of town.

      According to demographic information Latisha had looked up online, Charlton was no longer entirely white, although it was close, over ninety-five percent, broken up by a smattering of Hispanics, Native Americans, and yes, even African Americans. Nonetheless, every face she saw on her drive into town had been a white one.

      She figured she’d start with the police chief. It never hurt for a cop to check in with her local counterpart as a matter of professional courtesy, even if there was a chance the relationship could turn adversarial. And in an ideal world, there’d even be a file on the case online, although the likelihood of that was admittedly right up there with Santa Claus being real and Jimmy Hoffa still living and breathing. Even so, it was the natural place to start.

      She scanned again Grandma June’s two sets of handwritten notes to at least remind herself of the names. The first set, comprised of three pages stapled together in the upper left hand corner, listed all the black laborers who had gone into Charlton back in 1955. Sixteen, other than Floyd Jackson, of course, from Langston, and fourteen from other nearby predominantly black communities. Unfortunately, every single man and woman had passed away except for Jerome Hightower and Mildred Reynolds, both of whom were in advanced stages of Alzheimer’s and would be of no help.

      Grandma June had done that much checking herself, and had even called as many of those workers’ relatives as she could track down, listing all their phone numbers and addresses, but none of them knew a thing about Floyd Jackson. It was three pages of dead ends.

      “You need to talk to the white people in that town,” Grandma June had said. “The old Klan members that are still around. That’s something I haven’t been able to do.”

      But where to start? She’d said that any white adult male in Charlton back then could have been a Klan member, and in fact it might have been an expected rite of passage to join upon entering adulthood, no different than getting a driver’s license. So any adult white male alive in 1955 in a town of five thousand was a suspect.

      Great. Even on duty with all the normal resources available to a detective, she’d be lucky to track down the leads in a month. As a private citizen, a week was impossible.

      Fortunately, Grandma June had another handwritten list she’d prepared, this one with the names of all the town leaders and most prominent men back in 1955, as best as she’d been able to reconstruct. The mayor, councilmen, school committee members, chief of police, clergymen, and leading businessmen. Thirty-four names in all. Beside all but three names, printed in neat block letters, was the word GONE, sometimes with an out-of-state address next to it, or the word DEAD. Beside the other three names, however, were their last known phone number and address.

      Grandma June sure was no stereotypical octogenarian, barely able to handle e-mail and  susceptible to even the most basic of scams. She was a wily user of the Internet, and she’d done her homework. As soon as Latisha was finished with the police chief, she’d check out the three names. All they represented was the identity of former community leaders who were apparently still alive. There was no confirmation that they’d ever been members of the Klan, much less involved in Floyd Jackson’s murder. Latisha could only hope that that was the case because finding a peon from the Klan all those years ago would be like finding a needle in the proverbial haystack.

      Latisha turned off the ignition and bounded up the concrete steps to the front door, the heat slamming into her like a wall. She wore beige slacks, matching sandals, and a light yellow, flowered blouse. She stepped to a waist-high wooden counter that ran from one dark blue-colored wall to the other, fifty feet or so in all. A middle-aged woman in a tan skirt and blouse sat at a desk behind the counter, working on a computer. She looked up, did a double-take, pursed her lips, and said, “One minute.”

      Behind her were three walled-in offices, the upper half of their front walls all glass, the center office as large as the other two combined. Black lettering on the center door read: Police Chief on one line and Stephen J. Thompson on the next. Gray metal filing cabinets lined both side walls.

      In due time, the woman stepped to the counter, a cloud of overpowering jasmine perfume moving
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