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CHRISTMAS TRAIN 2017
photos by Dale Speirs

Each year the Canadian Pacific Railway sends a train across the country
brightly decorated with seasonal lights and carrying a portable stage for bands
to perform at each stop.  The route varies each year; the last time the train came
through Calgary was in 2014 (see OPUNTIA #294).

This year it pulled into the Anderson Road LRT station in deep south Calgary
and attracted the usual huge mob.  I took the LRT to the station, knowing from
previous experience that there wouldn’t be a parking spot within kilometres, not
to mention the horrendous traffic jams.

Calgary had snow in October and November, but chinooks removed it by late
November.  We have been enjoying a mild winter so far, with daytime highs in
the +5  to +10 C range, and overnight lows down to -10 C.  It was a great nighto o o

to go down and look at the pretty lights.
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Below: The
band played
family-friendly
songs.  “Jingle
Bell Rock”, that
sort of thing.

Fortunately they
never played
“ T h e  L i t t l e
Drummer Boy”.
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Trains don’t
have cabooses
anymore.  This
was the last car
in the Christmas
train.
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COZY MYSTERIES: PART 5 
by Dale Speirs

[Parts 1 to 4 appeared in OPUNTIAs #361, 379, 395, and 398.]

Cozy mysteries have evolved into a standard format from their distant origin in
the Miss Marple series.  The book titles are puns.  The main protagonist is an
amateur sleuth who busily snoops about contaminating evidence, indirectly
obstructing police, and getting into the line of fire from the murderer.  

Christmas is a time for sentimentality, and cozy authors are right in there. In the
same manner that rock musicians throw together Christmas music albums for
those extra sales continuing year after year, so it is that cozies celebrate
Christmas, albeit the season is not as jolly, fa la la la. 

Deck Us All With Boston Charlie.

A PUZZLE IN A PEAR TREE (2002) by Parnell Hall is from a series of cozies
about Cora Felton, the Puzzle Lady.  The novel opens with her being mis-cast
as a maid-a-milking in a performance of “The Twelve Days Of Christmas”.  It
is an amateur dramatics with all the production values one expects.  As an
example, the pear tree is a small artificial fir tree with papier-mache pears wired
onto the branches.  

The Christmas pageant has problems because it has to share the high school
gymnasium with the basketball team and a student production of the play “The
Seagull”.  At rehearsal, it is discovered that someone stole the stuffed partridge
on the pear tree.  Whoever did it substituted a red envelope containing an
acrostic crossword puzzle.  

Felton is embarrassed because she can’t solve it, but her competitor
cruciverbalist Harvey Beerbaum does.  He passes the solution on to the police
because it turns out to be a threatening note.  It doesn’t name the target but
everyone is certain it means the leading lady, none too popular around town.

More crossword puzzles in red envelopes follow, aiming at others acting in the
Christmas pageant.  The first victim, however, had nothing to do with it and was
acting in the student play, a completely separate operation other than having the
same director.  In her spare time she was posing in a Nativity tableaux as the
Virgin Mary when she suddenly ascended to Heaven sooner than she expected.

Felton gets to work as a sleuth, busily contaminating crime scenes and breaking
the chain of custody of the evidence.  Her niece comes under suspicion and is
charged with murder.  Another corpse appears, and more red envelopes are
scattered about.  The clues and suspects accumulate but with no resolution in
sight.

The third and final murder releases a deluge of alternative solutions as to who
the murderer is.  The epilogue concludes with an explanation that leaves the
reader wandering around in circles.  No more red envelopes though.

MURDER WITH ALL THE TRIMMINGS (2008) by Elaine Viets is part of a
cozy series about Josie Marcus, a single mother who works as a mystery
shopper in Saint Louis, Missouri.  Her personal life is badly messed up, worse
than a soap opera, with a bratty teenager and a drug dealer ex-boyfriend.

Her task at work is to comparison-shop three Christmas stores, all on the same
block.  They are Christmas All Year Round, Naughty Or Nice (a really
specialized porn store), and Elsie’s Elf House.  The rivalry isn’t just
commercial, as some of the store staff have it in for each other or are just plain
dysfunctional.  The Christmas All Year Round store has lineups out the door
and down the block.  The Naughty Or Nice store has a permanent picket line of
religious do-gooders objecting to the Christmas porno, especially the Mrs Claus
Snow Job display.

Events become weird fast.  A Naughty Or Nice picketer is seriously injured
when Santa Claus climbs up on the roof and deliberately shovels down slabs of
ice and heavy snow on top of her.  Josie’s boyfriend Nate, the father of her
child, is poisoned by a chocolate snowman from Elsie’s Elf House, and another
customer likewise a short time later.  Forensic analysis determines the chocolate
icing had been spiked with antifreeze glycol.

Josie does her Miss Marple routine, seriously hampered by the fact that most of
the suspects could easily escape conviction on an insanity defence.  As the
reader quickly suspects, the poisonings were done by the Naughty Or Nice store
owner to eliminate her rival’s store.  In turn, insect parts turn up in gingerbread
men of Naughty Or Nice.   All in all, very messy and very ugly.

The novel reads well.  It has some mild humour, but is grimmer than the
average cozy, and leans toward being a noir crossover.  There is a happy ending,
at least for the characters who survived or were not hauled away by police.
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THE TWELVE CLUES OF CHRISTMAS (2012) by Rhys Bowen is part of a
cozy series about a noble English family down on its luck during the Great
Depression.  If Lady Georgina Rannoch is here, then assorted murders can’t be
far behind.

It is nearing Christmas in 1933, and Lady Georgina appears to be stuck at Castle
Rannoch, the family seat in the dreariest part of Scotland.  She can’t live off her
brother the Duke forever, and must find an occupation or marry a rich heir.  She
takes a job as a hostess for a Christmas party at Tiddleton-under-Lovey.

Even as she steps off the train, the first body is found in an apple orchard. The
townsfolk are already jittery because three convicts escaped from nearby
Dartmoor Prison.  The following day, the village lothario is done in by a knock
on the head.  No rest for the folk, as each day another death occurs.  It appears
that the Twelve Days of Christmas will have twelve victims.

One of the escaped convicts is responsible, taking revenge because he had been
sent in by the local judge.  Lady Georgina is snooping around despite the flood
of police detectives come to resolve the serial killings.  She follows tradition and
puts herself in harm’s way with the killers.  

For some reason they all go on a tramp across the moors.  The murderers fall
into the bogs and are sucked down to their deaths. Lady Georgina looks to go
the same way but remembers the trick to survival in quicksand, to lean back
horizontally and swim out.

The novel, while not grim, is not the cheerful type of cozy.  It takes into account
the trials and tribulations of the gentry during the Great Depression, when they
were not only bankrupted but had the labour-socialists to deal with.  Lady
Georgina lives on the edge of desperation.  She is surplus to the family and not
needed, but is unfit to earn a regular living.  An interesting read.

Nora’s Freezing On The Trolley.

A CATERED CHRISTMAS (2005) by Isis Crawford (I wonder if she wants to
change her first name?) is about sisters Bernadette and Libby Simmons, who
operate a catering business.  They are about to appear on the Hortense Calabash
Cooking Show, one of six catering teams who will be staging Christmas dinners
for a $20,000 prize.  Calabash is a year-round grinch, so it doesn’t come as a
complete surprise when she is killed by an exploding oven.

As the rattles from the concussion fade, the contestants and production staff
gather around the deceased.  They have one thought in mind, that this will ruin
the show.  They argue for a half hour before someone remembers to call the
police.  It transpires that the oven was booby-trapped.

The show goes on without Calabash, and so do the Simmons sisters, swinging
into an investigation.  Everyone has something to hide, especially all the
caterers.  The taping sessions at the studio continue amidst the feuding and
despite the conspicuous absence of the show’s hostess.

Things having become dull, the story is livened up when a production staffer
adjusts the lights on a Christmas tree decorating the stage set and is
electrocuted.  Following the tradition of cozies, great emphasis is placed on the
bickering of the caterers as they prepare their Christmas dinners.  The real
motive for the murders is elsewhere.  Someone at the studio wanted to goose the
ratings for the Calabash Show, and what better spice to use than murder?

The Simmons sisters and their father provide humourous interludes from their
family squabbles and amateur detecting.  An amusing read.

PLUM PUDDING MURDER (2009) by Joanne Fluke is part of a series set in
Lake Eden, Minnesota.  Hannah Swensen owns a bakery called The Cookie Jar.
The Twelve Days of Christmas are busy times for the bakery, which also has a
line in plum puddings.  Swensen’s sideline is investigating murders, as Lake
Eden has a death rate as bad as a Maine village.  Recipes are scattered
throughout the novel in between clues.

Elsewhere in the village,
a fast boy named Larry
Jaeger has opened the
Crazy Elf Christmas Tree
Lot, a combination
carnival, food court, and
tree lot.  

He dies just after the
Triple Threat Chocolate
Cheesecake  Pie   recipe,

but  it wasn’t the rich food that did him in, it was high-velocity lead poisoning.
Swensen found the body, of course.



9

Jaeger was watching a basketball game on his large-screen television when the
murderer killed him with one shot, then turned and fired three shots into the
television set.  The police think the killer didn’t like the way the game was
going.  Swensen and the police begin investigating.  There are a plethora of
suspects. An ex-wife, an ex-partner’s daughter, and numerous investors who
were gypped out of their money, not to mention Jaeger’s current girlfriend.
Motives abound.

Swensen finds the murderer the hard way, just before the final recipes.  There
was a reason why the killer fired at Jaeger’s large-screen set, for he had bilked
a previous group of investors in a home video scheme.  And so to the Shrimp
Louie Spread, followed by Holiday Squash Soup, with Pineapple Cranberry
Salad.

Don't We Know Archaic Barrel.

Donna Andrews has a series of cozies involving Meg Langslow as the local
Miss Marple in the rural Virginia town of Caerphilly.  All of the novels involve
animals. Several novels in her series are Christmas themed.

SIX GEESE A-SLAYING (2008) begins on December 23 with Langslow
having accepted the position of Mistress of the Revels.  She thought it was an
honourary title and was dismayed to learn it meant she was the parade marshal.
There being a pasture by her house, the Christmas parade forms up in front of
her place.

The theme is the Twelve Days of Christmas, which means 12 drummers, 11
bagpipers, 10 lords a-leaping (Morris dancers), and so forth.  None of the
musicians are playing the same tune, thereby producing a headache-inducing
cacophony.  The 8 maids a-milking each brought their own Holstein, making it
dangerous for those following behind; they might step into something squishy.

Just as the parade begins, Santa Claus is murdered.  Langslow, quite naturally,
finds the body.  He was played by Ralph Doleson, the town grinch, and won’t
get to open his Christmas presents, assuming he got any.  The main clue is a
feather from a Canada goose costume, of which 6 were worn in the parade by
militant environmentalists intending to protest something or other.

It transpires that Doleson was supplementing his income with blackmail.  The
murderer was one of his prey, who was also in danger of losing his job, so he

was backed into a corner.  After disposing of Doleson, he then stole the
blackmail files, destroyed his, and decided to take over the business.

The denouement takes place in a barn.  Amidst a noisy flock of chickens,
mooing cows, and other assorted livestock, Langslow and several others have
the traditional last-minute rescue from the murderer.  Once the culprit is led
away and the manger quiets down, Langslow and the others decide to spend
Christmas Eve in the hayloft.

DUCK THE HALLS (2013) begins with pranksters stinking out Langslow’s
church by putting a dozen annoyed skunks in the choir loft.  They express their
concern in the manner that skunks usually do, as a result of which the church
has to borrow other facilities for its Christmas concert.  Not an easy task in a
rural area where large buildings that can hold a crowd are rare. 

Another church is the next victim when someone steals a full-grown boa
constrictor from a private zoo and releases it into the church.  The third thing
is yet another church, which finds hundreds of ducks roaming the pews.  The
pranksters are eventually caught for the first two but deny doing the third prank.

The joking suddenly stops when a vestryman is found dead in a church
basement and a fire lit to cover the crime.  Arson and murder are not pranks.
Langslow goes snooping around.  The suspects are almost as plentiful as the
ducks.  



10

That notwithstanding, her church still has to practice for the Christmas pageant,
and she has two young children that need looking after.  Langslow follows the
tradition of cozy mysteries by getting herself trapped in a basement with the
killer.  A brief bit of excitement amidst the alarums, and she barely survives.
There was no real tension since the reader knows she survived to the next novel
in the series.  The book is mildly humourous and a pleasant read.

THE NIGHTINGALE BEFORE CHRISTMAS is the 2014 Christmas annual
from the same author.  This time, Langslow is helping out with a decorating
contest.  Twelve interior decorators, including her mother, have each been given
a room in a vacant house to decorate in the seasonal style.  The contest turns
ugly, and one designer ends up dead.  There is also sabotage of the room designs
by persons unknown.  In short, rural areas aren’t as bucolic as many city slickers
think.

One of the decorators is Clay Spottiswood, as obnoxious as they come.  He is
an ill-mannered boor with no respect for others.  Consequently, when someone
teaches him manners by putting a bullet through his forehead, everyone agrees
that it was a job that needed doing.  The police beg to differ on the grounds that
if anyone does any shooting around here, it’ll be them.  Langslow’s first thought
is that it will play havoc with the open house if the place is a closed crime scene.

The various suspects are trotted out, and painted guilty one by one in succession.
There are several twists in the plot, caused by Spottiswood having got around,
romantically speaking.  In accordance with the rules of cozy mysteries, the most
obvious suspect, towards whom all the evidence points, becomes murder victim
#2.  As usual, Langslow manages once again to be caught in an isolated room
with the murderer, who is just about to kill her when, with a single bound,
etcetera, etcetera.

There are enough turns in the plot to keep the reader’s interest.  The book is a
good read.  But if I were the local police commander, I’d issue a standing order
to all troopers to keep a close watch on Langslow.

Trolley Molly Don’t Love Harold.

DEATH WITH ALL THE TRIMMINGS (2014) by Lucy Burdette (pseudonym
of Roberta Isleib) is one of a series of cozy mystery novels about Hayley Snow,
food critic for a magazine in Key West, Florida.  Tis the season for a murderer
to torch a restaurant and leave behind a corpse.

Snow has been asked to interview Edel Waugh, whose new restaurant has been
having problems with sabotage in the kitchen.  It gets worse when the back of
the building is set on fire, and the corpse is identified as Waugh’s ex-husband.
Snow has her own distractions.  The magazine she works for may be sold to a
faceless corporation and the existing staff sent on their way.  She’s also helping
out her mother’s catering business.  Christmas is the busy season for cruise ship
parties coming ashore.

The plot thickens faster than the sabotaged sauce, and the different subplots
come together.  The ex-husband was trying to steal Waugh’s recipes, the
magazine owner had her reasons, and it doesn’t pay to shout at minimum-wage
kitchen staff.

In the end, after the Medical Examiner has washed his hands and gone home for
the day, Hayley and her family sit down to a Christmas dinner with all the
trimmings.  Recipes are included at the back of the book. 

For something completely different, how about a cozy series about a food critic
named Hayley Powell, who works for a newspaper in Bar Harbor, Maine?  With
recipes included, but scattered through the text, not lumped in back.  

DEATH OF A CHRISTMAS CATERER (2014) is by Lee Hollis, the pen name
of siblings Rick Copp and Holly Simason.  Christmas is nigh and Hayley
Powell is feeling frazzled, as well she might, being a single mother, an
uncontrollable spender, trying to decide between two boyfriends, and dealing
with an untrustworthy ex-husband.  

At the newspaper, she is promoted to Senior Office Manager, with the same pay
and duties as before but which now means she is in charge of the office
Christmas party.  Her first choice of caterer is Garth Rawlings, a man who
unfortunately never read any cozy mysteries and was thus not forewarned of his
fate.  He dies in front of his oven under mysterious circumstances.  

Powell has the advantage that her brother-in-law is the local police chief, so she
can get away with more meddling than the usual amateur sleuth.  As she goes
around town stirring up trouble where none existed before, the book takes
several time-outs for recipes, an unusual way of pacing the narrative.  If Powell
yearns for a piece of chocolate bourbon pecan pie, the next infodump isn’t
background for the mystery story, it is a recipe for chocolate bourbon pecan pie.



11

The culprit doesn’t appear until about three-quarters of the way into the novel.
Rawlings’s death turns out to have been accidental, but because the perpetrator
didn’t report it, and tried to cover it up by attempts on Powell’s life, that will
mean prison time.  The finale isn’t a J’accuse! meeting, but a recipe for Sweet
Potato Casserole.

Boola Boola Pensacoola Hullabaloo.

THE BIG BOOK OF CHRISTMAS MYSTERIES (2013) is an anthology edited
by Otto Penzler, containing 59 stories published over the last century.  I won't
review all of them but will pick out a few examples.  The anthology begins with
“The Adventure Of The Christmas Pudding”, a 1923 Hercules Poirot story by
Agatha Christie.  

The great detective has been asked to investigate the theft of a giant ruby from
a visiting potentate.  This requires a trip to the Kings Lacey manor house out in
the country.  Poirot has enough experience of drafty and cold manor houses to
initially refuse the case.  He is persuaded after being assured that the big house
was upgraded to central heating.

The family of the house have their problems, straight out of a soap opera.  A
traditional Christmas dinner is served.  Much to everyone’s surprise, but not the
reader’s, the stolen ruby surfaces in the plum pudding.  The murder follows the
next morning, when a young woman is found with a knife in her.  

Or was she?  It was all a sham to smoke out the thief, who was a dinner guest
at the manor.  From there, Poirot dredges out unknown facts and demonstrates
his cleverness.  A cheat against the reader, but Christie did that regularly.  It is,
however, a nice Christmas story in its setting and mood.

“The Burgler And The Whatsit” (1996) by Donald E. Westlake is about a
burglar named Jack who robs apartments in December while dressed as Santa
Claus.  Not only does the costume disguise him, but people expect Santas to be
roaming about at that time of year and thus pay no attention.

Jack hits the apartment of a mad inventor who doesn't have much worth stealing.
There is, however, a strange mobile device which, after some deductions, proves
to be a burglar alarm that can automatically summon the police.  Just as Jack
figures that out, the doorbell rings.

Ron Goulart was the funniest SF writer.  He churned out hundreds of
humourous stories and novels.  I did an extensive review of many of his works
in OPUNTIA #274.  In the anthology at hand is Goulart's 1993 story “A Visit
From St Nicholas”.  

It is about the unpleasant end of
Harry Wilkie, who had dressed up
as Santa Claus in order to perform
his last attempt at grand larceny.
He gets a lead on what could be
valuable pop art, one of the pieces
being the original depiction of
Santa Claus as we know him today,
created by those cola beverage
people in Atlanta, Georgia.

Wilkie decides to burglarize the
house dressed as Santa in order to
get the Santa painting, which would
be worth hundreds of thousands.
Unfortunately another burglar had
the same idea to dress up as Santa,
although he doesn't know about the
art and is only after jewelry and
silverware.  What he does have
though, is a gun.  He disposes of
Wilkie on the grounds that no house
can serve two Santas.

“The Christmas Bogey” by Pat Frank is a stirring story, written in 1957 at the
height of the Cold War.  The American Early Warning System picks up a bogey
on the radar late on Christmas Eve.  Personnel are off duty celebrating
Christmas, or on leave, or patrolling at the wrong end of the range.  

One by one, the tracking stations fumble their duty as the unknown bomber flies
to New York City.  It makes it all the way but fortunately turns out to contain
a group of defectors.  They tell USAF they planned it for Christmas Eve
because they knew the Americans would be slack.  A very good story indeed.
One can understand why the Japanese attacked Pearl Harbor at dawn on a
Sunday.
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EGGNOG MURDER (2016)
is an anthology edited by
Leslie Meier, comprising
three cozy novellas.  Each is
set in one of those deadly
Maine villages, and each
involves eggnogs that
proved to be just as deadly.
Recipes for Christmas food
are mixed in if you get
hungry while reading the
book.

“Eggnog Murder” by Leslie
Meier has Tinker’s Cove
amateur sleuth Lucy Stone
investigating why Dorcas
Philpott died after chugging
some eggnog.  Stone also
drank it but wasn’t affected.
The working hypothesis is
that the eggnog may have
contained nut flavouring,
based on Philpott going into
anaphylactic shock.  The
bottle of eggnog was
originally a gift to someone
else who also had nut
allergies and probably was
the intended victim.

Stone has problems with her
newspaper job.  She reported
a story that turned out to be
fake news because the
interviewee lied.  Stone was
at fault because she rushed
the story into print without
any fact checking.  

Meanwhile, the fatal eggnog turned out to have been spiked with cashews.  To
add to Stone’s stress levels, her grown children are coming home for the
holidays, giving her a full house of dysfunctional adults.

The ending is a real barnburner.  The eggnog murderer shoots up the village
Christmas fete with an automatic assault rifle.  Stone manages to distract her
long enough for someone else to take her out.  It was revenge for something that
happened years ago.  A rather fantastical ending, even for a Maine village.

“Death By Eggnog” by Lee Hollis has Bar Harbor food columnist Hayley
Powell investigating the death of librarian Agatha Farnsworth.  Powell has
family problems with her grown children and ex-husband, but Farnsworth’s are
far more serious when she dies of anaphylactic shock after drinking a glass of
non-dairy eggnog.

The plot gets complicated quickly, involving a man faking paralysis in a
wheelchair, a love triangle, and murdering an innocent woman to pin the blame
on an inconvenient wife.  For once it isn’t the Miss Marple who is trapped by
the murderer in the final scene, it is Powell who traps him.

“Nogged Off” by Barbara Ross is about Julia Snowden of Busman’s Harbor, a
Maine village that should be down to a dozen inhabitants given its murder rate.
Surprisingly the murder took place in the quiet town of Manhattan, population
several million.  Snowden has sublet her apartment to Imogen Geinkes, and is
moving back to Maine to take over the family clambake business.

Unfortunately Geinkes loses her job after a disastrous office Christmas party,
for which she served the eggnog that put everyone in hospital with salmonella
poisoning.  She tags along with Snowden to Maine, having no place else to go.
Also tagging along is the body of Geinkes’s ex-boyfriend Wade Cadwallader,
found in the back of the moving van.  Except that it turns out to be his identical
twin brother Wayne, which she didn’t know about.  Except that maybe she did,
and it really is Wade’s body.

The plot sorts itself out in the end.  Geinkes and her boyfriend are hauled away
by the troopers.  Snowden has a happy Christmas dinner with her family in
Maine, although no one wanted eggnog.
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NOT SO COZY CHRISTMAS STORIES
by Dale Speirs

Suspicious Santas.

BOSTON BLACKIE was a long-running old-time radio series that began in
print in 1914, then later as movies, and on the air from 1944 to 1950.  (This and
hundreds of other OTR shows are available as free mp3s at www.archive.org)

Blackie was supposedly a reformed safecracker and jewel thief who now
investigated crimes as a masculine Miss Marple, constantly tangling with
Homicide Inspector Faraday. He had no visible means of support, kept a nice
apartment, and squired his girlfriend Mary Wesley around town to the poshest
nightclubs.  His real name was Horatio Black, so you can see why he preferred
his nickname from his days as a jewel thief.

Blackie always managed to trip over a body in each episode.  Initially in the
series, Faraday would arrest him on sight for the murder (or occasionally just a
jewel theft).  This proved monotonous to listeners, so as the series evolved,
Blackie and Faraday became friendlier and worked together on cases.  The show
was quite humourous, often unintentionally.  Incidental and segue music was
provided by a berserk organist who is frequently funnier than the dialogue.

“Santa And The Stolen Rings” was a 1949 episode, written by Kenny Lyons and
Ralph Rosenberg.  By this time the gang were friendly enough that Faraday was
driving Blackie and Wesley to a Christmas Eve party.  As they pass a jewelry
shop, they see the owner chasing a thief.  They help catch the man, who the
owner said stole four diamond rings.  (The writers messed up here.  They should
have said five gold rings.)  They search the thief but don’t find the rings.  He
had no time to hide them yet the rings cannot be found.  

The scene changes to the hideout of the thieves who had planned the heist. The
snatch man tells them that as he was fleeing down the street, he passed a Santa
Claus soliciting spare change with the traditional pot and jingle bells.  The rings
were tossed into the pot.  Now the thieves have to find Santa and retrieve them.

Eventually Blackie figures out how the rings were disposed of, but when he and
Faraday find Santa, he doesn’t have the rings.  The thieves had sneaked in and
recovered the rings while the Santa was elsewhere for a moment.  

Blackie tries to infiltrate the thieves hideout dressed as Santa, a pointless
exercise which doesn’t fool them a second.  They have one of their henchmen
take him for a walk.  In a ridiculous scene, a group of carol singers out on the
sidewalk save him.  The police then raid the hideout, with plenty of bang-bang-
bang gunfire.  Feliz Navidad.

“The Case of the Slaughtered Santas” is a Nero Wolfe pastiche written by
Edwin Fadiman.  It was a 1950 episode of the old-time radio series THE NEW
ADVENTURES OF NERO WOLFE, originally aired three days before
Christmas.  Rex Stout, who wrote the original stories, known to fans as the
corpus, had nothing to do with the radio series except cash the royalty cheques.

Wolfe was a fat detective who solved cases sitting in his office, while his
assistant Archie Goodwin did the legwork.  The novels and short stories had a
good run from 1934 to Stout’s death in 1975.  I reviewed them in OPUNTIAs
#252, 253, 275, 278, 279, 289, 304, 307, 319, 332, 335, 337, 344, 355, 364,
365, and 382.

The episode opens with wealthy John Barton approaching Wolfe for protection
against a possible murder attempt.  Someone is killing the Santas on the corners
of 34  Street and Carlisle.  There were three of them working different corners.th

One of them is deliberately run down by a car with its lights off, another is
followed home and shot dead in his doorway, and the third is Barton, who was
volunteering for charity.

Wolfe insists, after getting his retainer, that Barton stay at his brownstone and
not tell his family where he is.  Archie Goodwin, Wolfe’s legman, goes out to
check the intersection but it is late at night and he only finds a panhandler
loitering about.  From there, he goes to the Barton residence, where a niece
Laura, and a half-brother Wayne Stevens, reside with the hunted Santa.  The
butler is out.  Stevens says he likes to look upon the wine when it is red.  
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Laura ends up following Goodwin to the brownstone.  Goodwin goes upstairs
to the guest room to bring down Barton, but when he tells him Laura is here,
Barton slugs him and flees the house by a back entrance.  It is later learned that
it wasn’t Barton but the butler pretending to be him.  

Another meeting in Wolfe’s office is held, where Stevens is exposed as the
murderer.  He had intended to make the killings look like a serial killer with a
grudge against Santas.  The motive was inheriting half of Barton’s considerable
estate.  And where was Barton?  He was the panhandler, who went undercover
after the murders began.

Not Your Father’s Christmas Carol.

NICK CARTER, MASTER DETECTIVE was an old-time radio series that ran
from 1943 to 1955.  On Christmas Day, 1943, the episode “Christmas
Adventure, Or, The Mystery Of The Reluctant Contributor” was first aired.
Unusually it wasn’t a regular murder mystery.  It was written by Humphrey
Davis as a modern retelling of Charles Dickens’s A CHRISTMAS CAROL.

Carter is collecting funds for a Christmas party in aid of charity.  He runs into
a brick wall at the home of the millionaire Ben Rasber, who is a bah-humbug
obviously based on Scrooge, and won’t contribute a penny.  Carter wonders why
a man would get like that, so he investigates further.  Rasber was
psychologically scarred in his earlier life as a fight promoter by three traumatic
events, each of which happened to occur on a Christmas Eve.

Carter sends round three people to wish Rasber a Merry Christmas.  The first is
a boxer who had been done wrong by Rasber, the second someone who was
with Rasber when he was wrongfully dismissed from his job on a long-ago
Christmas Eve, and finally the ex-wife who had been abandoned by Rasber, who
ignored his family for his business.  

Each talks with Rasber about his past, reliving a critical incident in flashback.
Their combined efforts eventually convince him that he had taken a wrong
turning but that it wasn’t too late to repent.  In the finale, dripping with
sentimentality and enough sweetness to put a diabetic into a coma, Rasber
shows up at the Christmas fete and hands out presents to the poor children.

“A Contemporary Christmas Carol” was an episode of the OTR series
RICHARD DIAMOND, PRIVATE DETECTIVE first aired on Christmas Eve

1949.  It followed Dickens’ story a bit closer.  Diamond narrates, explaining
that the detective business slows down quite a bit at Christmas.  Since he has
nothing else to do, he roped his friends into performing the story.  

The characters act out the parts, with Lieutenant Walter Levinson as Scrooge,
Sgt. Otis Loveloon as Marley, a newsboy as Tiny Tim, and his mother played
by Helen Asher, Diamond’s girlfriend.  Bit parts were performed by officers of
the 5  Precinct Homicide squad, Lt Levinson commanding.  th

T he  s t o r y  i s
performed in Noo
Yawk City accents,
with a Manhattan
setting and assorted
changes to make it
fit contemporary
times.  

Quite well done, as
1940s Manhattan
a n d  V i c t o r i a n
London were not
that far apart for
settings, and human
n a t u r e  d o e s n ’ t
change.  Well
recommended.

Grim Stories.

Not with best wishes of the season is the short story “Deck The Halls With
Poison, Ivy” by Susan Moody, published in the anthology GUILTY
CONSCIENCES (2011), edited by Martin Edwards.  It is about Ivy Lewis, a
self-centred tyrannical woman who has gradually driven away her friends and
family by her sarcastic remarks and constant nitpicking.  



15

Her two grown daughters and their families are the last to attend her Christmas
dinners, and finally they say no, we won’t be there.  Ivy’s ego can’t accept the
idea that she will spend Christmas alone, and she is in severe denial.  She puts
up a Christmas tree anyway.  

In trying to top the tree with an ornamental angel, she takes a bad fall and lies
paralyzed on the floor. No one will come to rescue her.  Even as she slowly dies,
she is bitter and angry, with no remorse.  An excellent study in psychology.

LET GEORGE DO IT was an OTR series about private detective George
Valentine and his secretary Claire Brooks.  “Follow That Train” was written by
David Victor and Jackson Gillis, and originally aired a few days before
Christmas on 1949-12-19.

A department-store Santa writes to Valentine wanting him to find a missing
electric train and other toys.  By incredible coincidence, a box containing those
toys was donated to the local police precinct charity drive.  

Valentine takes the box for his investigation.  A strange auto-pedestrian
accident knocks him out, and separates him from Brooks, who meanwhile has
the train stolen from her.  Brooks disappears, and the investigation zigzags
between Valentine and the police, who don’t believe his story.  

Valentine talks to Santa, who says he was approached by a man who wanted to
take his place for a few hours on a certain date and threatened him if he
wouldn’t do it.  Valentine takes Santa’s place in the department store.  One of
the children, later identified as a midget, slips him a threatening note demanding
to let someone else play the part of Santa.

Valentine initially thinks the plan was to use Santa for some professional
shoplifting, hiding the loot under his belly.  Later he realizes that Santa’s
changing room was a utility room containing assorted electrical panels and
burglar alarm controls.  Department stores take in huge amounts of cash in the
evenings leading up to Christmas, cash which would have to be kept in the store
overnight.  

The best laid plans gang aft agley because of the electric train.  It had originally
been snatched because one of the burglars had played with it while talking to
the original Santa, and later realized his fingerprints were on it.  A soft-hearted
gun moll, not knowing the reason, donated it to the police childrens’ toy drive.

A clever plot, nicely tied up at the end.  Some of the acting was over the top in
an annoying way, but otherwise the story was interesting.  

Christmas In January.

No, not Slavic Orthodox Christmas on January 6, but Christmas somewhat
related.  To start off, “Christmas In January”, an episode of LET GEORGE DO
IT, written by David Victor and Jackson Gillis.  It was first aired on
1951-01-29.  It opens with a boorish Hollywood actress buying a painting in
January for a Christmas gift, or so she said.  Valentine had been hired to tail her
by a columnist named Wicks.  His client was having a belated Christmas party
in late January. 
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The plot complicates quickly, with people giving each other expensive gifts at
the Christmas party.  About one-third of the way into the episode we finally get
an explanation for the party; Wicks had been seriously ill during the real
Christmas and wanted a chance to celebrate once he had recovered.  His guests
were expected, somehow compelled, possibly blackmailed into giving him
expensive gifts, on the lines of Cadillac convertibles or diamond jewelry.

A body is found just as the party gets rolling, but surprisingly it isn’t Wicks.  A
poisoned drink is suspected.  The host is found elsewhere, having been slugged
unconscious.  The deceased apparently had taken the drink by accident through
a ridiculous circumstance involving green lights on the Christmas tree changing
the colour of the drinks sitting next to it.

There are some other plot threads.  The whole of them combined don’t make
much sense.  The conversations between characters consist of each cutting the
other off before a complete sentence could be said, rather annoying listening.
Nobody seems able to speak a simple declarative sentence.  A strange story.

An oddball novel, part of a mystery series actually, is ELEVEN PIPERS
PIPING (2012) by C.C. Benison (pseudonym of Douglas Whiteway).  The
protagonist is Father Thomas Christmas, a vicar in the English village of
Thornford Regis.  

He is a recent widower, and has only been there a short time as the new
incumbent of Saint Nicholas Church.  That seems to be piling it on a bit.  Each
book in the series takes its title from a line in the Christmas song, but they are
not set during Christmas.  Go figure.

The novel at hand is about a Robert Burns Supper gone awry.  (The supper is
celebrated worldwide by Scots on his birthday January 25 or within a few days
thereof if more convenient.)  Father Tom is chaplain to a Highlander unit, and
therefore forced by duty to say grace at the meal.  He dislikes bagpipes, drunken
parishioners  spouting poetry, and the food.  

People make jokes about English cooking but that is nothing compared to
Scottish cooking.  Their national dish is haggis (sheep offal mixed with oatmeal,
suet, and onions, then boiled), tatties (boiled potatoes), and neeps (boiled
turnips).  As my grandfather once joked, no wonder the Speirs ancestors
emigrated from Scotland to Canada in the 1830s.  They wanted to get a decent
meal where nothing was boiled but the soup.

The Burns Supper is held at a local hotel during a blizzard.  The village is cut
off by deep snow and the electricity fails.  The proprietor Will Moir is later
found dead, supposedly from a heart attack, and with that the plot shifts into
gear.  An autopsy reveals the death was assisted by poisoning.

Real estate developers are encroaching on the village.  There are assorted
suspects and plenty of suspicion mixed in with the snow.  Everyone has some
sort of dreadful past to be dredged up by Father Tom.  The second death is that
of an outlander woman stranded in the village by the storm.  She had come
looking for her biological father.  

The J’accuse! meeting is a melange of soap opera plots, mostly dealing with
adoptees and stodgy old folks who were wild ones in their younger days.
Moir’s death is eventually revealed to be suicide, but the second one was
murder.  I got the impression that after the denouement, everyone in the village
will need psychotherapy.

COWTOWN CHRISTMAS 2017
photos by Dale Speirs

Central Memorial Park, Calgary’s oldest park, in the Beltline district.
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I walked past this Buddha on 21A Street SW in the Altadore district. Shopping malls went with big Christmas trees this year.  This is TD Square.
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Chinook Centre Mall. Southcentre Mall.
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I was downtown in early December eating in the food court at the Suncor
skyscraper when the Calgary Philharmonic Orchestra came in and serenaded us
with Christmas music from the other side of the atrium.  

The bush plane hanging from the rafters has been there for decades.  It was a
workhorse for northern Canadian mining and petroleum development.  Normally
the doors on the plane are closed, but at Christmas the owners shove in a Santa.
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Valtueña, A.A., et al  (2017)  The Stone Age plague and its persistence in
Eurasia.  CURRENT BIOLOGY  27:3683-3691

Authors’ abstract:  Yersinia pestis, the etiologic agent of plague, is a bacterium
associated with wild rodents and their fleas. Historically it was responsible for
three pandemics: the Plague of Justinian in the 6 century AD, which persisted
until the 8 century; the renowned Black Death of the 14 century, with recurrent
outbreaks until the 18 century; and the most recent 19 century pandemic, in
which Y. pestis spread worldwide and became endemic in several regions.  The
discovery of molecular signatures of Y. pestis in prehistoric Eurasian
individuals and two genomes from Southern Siberia suggest that Y. pestis
caused some form of disease in humans prior to the first historically
documented pandemic.  

Here, we present six new European Y. pestis genomes spanning the Late
Neolithic to the Bronze Age (LNBA; 4,800 to 3,700 calibrated years before
present). This time period is characterized by major transformative cultural and
social changes that led to cross-European networks of contact and exchange.

We show that all known LNBA strains form a single putatively extinct clade in
the Y. pestis phylogeny. Interpreting our data within the context of recent
ancient human genomic evidence that suggests an increase in human mobility
during the LNBA, we propose a possible scenario for the early spread of Y.
pestis: the pathogen may have entered Europe from Central Eurasia following
an expansion of people from the steppe, persisted within Europe until the
mid-Bronze Age, and moved back toward Central Eurasia in parallel with
human populations.

Kohler, T.A., et al  (2017)  Greater post-Neolithic wealth disparities in
Eurasia than in North America and Mesoamerica.  NATURE  551:619-622

Authors’ abstract:  How wealth is distributed among households provides
insight into the fundamental characters of societies and the opportunities they
afford for social mobility.  However, economic inequality has been hard to study
in ancient societies for which we do not have written records, which adds to the
challenge of placing current wealth disparities into a long-term perspective. 

Although various archaeological proxies for wealth, such as burial goods or
exotic or expensive-to-manufacture goods in household assemblages, have been
proposed, the first is not clearly connected with households, and the second is
confounded by abandonment mode and other factors. As a result, numerous
questions remain concerning the growth of wealth disparities, including their
connection to the development of domesticated plants and animals and to
increases in sociopolitical scale.  

Here we show that wealth disparities generally increased with the
domestication of plants and animals and with increased sociopolitical scale,
using Gini coefficients computed over the single consistent proxy of house-size
distributions.  However, unexpected differences in the responses of societies to
these factors in North America and Mesoamerica, and in Eurasia, became
evident after the end of the Neolithic period.  

We argue that the generally higher wealth disparities identified in
post-Neolithic Eurasia were initially due to the greater availability of large
mammals that could be domesticated, because they allowed more profitable
agricultural extensification, and also eventually led to the development of a
mounted warrior elite able to expand polities (political units that cohere via
identity, ability to mobilize resources, or governance) to sizes that were not
possible in North America and Mesoamerica before the arrival of Europeans.

Levine, P.B., and R. McKnight  (2017)  Firearms and accidental deaths:
Evidence from the aftermath of the Sandy Hook school shooting.
SCIENCE 358:1324-1328

Authors’ abstract:  Exposure to firearms increased substantially after the
December 2012 shooting at Sandy Hook Elementary School in Newtown,
Connecticut, where 20 children and 6 adults were killed.  Gun sales spiked by
3 million, on the basis of the increase in the number of background checks for
firearm purchases.  Google searches for buying and cleaning guns increased.

We used Vital Statistics mortality data to examine whether a spike in accidental
firearm deaths occurred at the same time as the greater exposure to firearms.
We also assessed whether the increase in these deaths was larger in those states
where the spike in gun sales per capita was larger.  We find that an additional
60 deaths overall, including 20 children, resulted from unintentional shootings
in the immediate aftermath of Sandy Hook.
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