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Only one thing can convince Lt. Dekker and Sgt. Murdock they need to attend the local art and craft fair. A woman. Actually two women. In the sixth book in the series, Murder at the Art & Craft Fair, the two homicide detectives realize that they would have been attending the event eventually, because before the weekend is over, one person is murdered. It is up to the two detectives to look at all the possible suspects, disgruntled customers and jealous vendors, to see who had both motive and opportunity to end the victim’s life, and then to make sure they have not overlooked anything or anyone.








 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Copyright  2012
Steve Demaree
All Rights Reserved
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Cast of Characters
 
 
Lt. Cy Dekker - The lead detective of the Hilldale Police Department
 
Sgt. Lou Murdock - Lt. Dekker’s partner
 
Lt. George Michaelson – Lt. Dekker’s good friend on the police department, who is constantly trying to get the best of him
 
Frank Harris – Hilldale Police Department’s medical examiner
 
Heather Ambrose – A young, attractive police officer
 
Dan Davis – Another Hilldale police officer, and the love interest of Heather Ambrose.
 
Jennifer Sharp – Cy Dekker’s love interest
 
Thelma Lou Spencer – Lou Murdock’s love interest 
 
Heloise Humphert - Lt. Dekker’s irritating next-door neighbor
 
Twinkle Toes - Heloise Humphert’s dog
 
Bill O’Connell – Cy and Lou’s friend who sends Cy a note telling him that he, Bill, will be a vendor at the Hilldale Art & Craft Fair
 
Tom Kincaid – A vendor at the Hilldale Art & Craft Fair who makes 3-D wooden puzzles
 
Joan Arrington – The vendor on one side of Kincaid
 
Delbert Cross – The vendor on the other side of Kincaid
 
Lois Weddington – The vendor who told Kincaid about the Hilldale Art & Craft Fair many years ago
 
Johnny Delmont – A vendor who hasn’t gotten along with Kincaid in years
 
Earl Clements – A man who bought something from Kincaid
 
Wayne Edmonds – Kincaid’s last customer of the day
 
Vernon Pitts – A man who was upset because Kincaid reprimanded his son for rambunctious behavior
 
Maureen Eidorn – The coordinator of the Hilldale Art & Craft Fair
 
Cara Parsons – Maureen Eidorn’s assistant
 
George & Myra Ingram – The couple who worked security each night after the Hilldale Art & Craft Fair was over









 
Chapter One
 
 
It’s been a long time since I was a boy, but I can still remember when I was one. I wasn’t your typical boy. Playing baseball, passing a football in the backyard, or shooting hoops in the driveway was too much exercise. Instead, I entertained myself by climbing up into our backyard hammock and resting under the shade of those two trees that held the ropes that secured our hammock. There I could sleep, daydream, or just lie there while a gentle breeze blew by, and I didn’t have to exert myself until it was time to climb out of the hammock and go in the house to eat.
While I wasn’t a typical boy, I knew enough of them to know what most boys thought. I knew that most boys didn’t like girls, and vice versa. I could understand why we weren’t to like the ugly girls, but I thought the cute ones were all right. But time has a habit of passing, and eventually most of the boys came around to my way of seeing things, and somewhere along the line, boys noticed that girls were different, in a good way. Like one little boy said to his friend as a girl walked by, "I don’t like girls, but when I do, she’ll be one of the first ones I like.”
Like I said, I liked girls when I was young. It was just that they didn’t like me. Well, part of that reason might have been that I was always afraid to let any girl know I liked her. I was sure that girls noticed me. Lou, too. We stood out. Back in those days before fast food became a staple in every family’s diet most of the boys were anemic. Well, at least they didn’t have the base Lou and I had. Lou and I had ballast, too. Mean people called it fat, but only because they were jealous. Still, girls didn’t throw themselves at the two of us. They were more interested in those boys who played baseball and football. We weren’t about to play either of those. What if I broke my arm? My eating arm? Besides, I never developed an interest in sports.
But back to girls. Eventually I became a cop, and I developed a little self confidence after I heard that girls like guys in uniforms. I liked one enough that I was willing to take a chance. Actually, my Eunice wasn’t the first girl I dated. Just the first one I fell in love with. You know what I mean, provided you’ve ever fallen in love. It’s like you can’t do anything right, yet you’re still happy. The problem with Eunice is that we didn’t have enough time together. Cancer took her away from me after only a few years of marriage.
For years I thought of no woman but my Eunice. Then I got a computer, and Jennifer Garner looked good to me. Actually, Jennifer Garner wasn’t the first woman who looked good to me. We have an officer with the Hilldale Police Department named Heather Ambrose, whom I could take a liking to if I wasn’t old enough to be her dad. Instead, I did my best to hook her up with another officer, one closer to her age, Dan Davis, and that has turned out well for them. So, I had to be satisfied with a hug and an occasional kiss on the cheek from Heather, which means I returned to my computer to check out girls.
The feelings I had for Jennifer Garner lasted only a couple of days, until someone told me about Jennifer Aniston. She was some babe. Still is. I could dream about her and still be faithful to my Eunice. Well, sort of. But like they say, things come in threes, and that seemed to be true of Jennifers, only the third one was in 3-D, in the form of a blind date, set up by Lou’s girlfriend, Thelma Lou. I felt Eunice telling me that it was okay for me to move on, to find someone and not be miserable, and on that one weekend when I was with my third Jennifer, Jennifer Sharp, I was far from miserable. We even kissed. More than once. I missed her so much that when she called me long distance after she returned home, that I went to see her. I found a motel close to her place, but I was only there to sleep, and to dream of Jennifer. But three days later, I was on my way home, smiling all the way.
It was on my way home that day that I realized how much my life had stayed the same for years, and then how much it had changed just in the last year or two.
For years, my life consisted of being the head of homicide for the Hilldale Police Department, Lt. Cy Dekker, assisted by the only other homicide detective, my friend from childhood, Sgt. Lou Murdock. Each time someone got murdered Lou and I went to work until we figured out who the murderer was, or murderers were, and arrested them. While Lou and I were the only members of homicide, Hilldale was not to be confused with New York, so we had our downtime, when everyone got along, at least well enough that they weren’t murdering their neighbors, or even their enemies. Those were the times when Lou and I were delegated to other forms of police duties, which were never as exciting as solving murders.
Because no other police work gave us quite the feeling that solving murders did, there came a time, after thirty years on the force when Lou and I passed the big 5-0 (the age, not the TV show that takes place in Hawaii). That was when we made the first change in our lives in many years. We, along with the blessing of the hierarchy of the police department, agreed to retire, only to become unretired anytime someone in Hilldale was murdered.
We soon realized that we had extra time on our hands, so we needed something to do that didn’t require sweating. Lou came up with the idea of going to Hilldale’s only mystery bookstore, Scene of the Crime, where we bought enough books to solve a few murders from the comfort of our homes. Before that, our only hobbies were watching classic comedies on TV (me) and working jigsaw and crossword puzzles and reading classic novels (Lou). We started out reading only whodunits, where people like Lou and me solved murders, but eventually ventured out into other types of mysteries, which included books about the FBI and CIA, and other letters of the alphabet. Early on we developed favorites written by the likes of Agatha Christie, Erle Stanley Gardner, Mary Higgins Clark, Carolyn Hart, and Martha Grimes, but in the last few months we’ve added authors Lee Child, David Baldacci, Vince Flynn, and Nelson DeMille to our favorites list.
When we worked full-time, we wrapped our detecting days around eating two or three fattening meals at the Blue Moon Diner and were spoiled by waitresses Rosie and Thelma. But a couple of things happened along the way. The Blue Moon closed, and Lou’s brain was taken over by aliens. At least that’s the only way I could see why Lou began an exercise program. Wii Fit. It sounded like Wo Fat’s female cousin. Instead it was some way of getting your muscles out of whack and Lou started melting away and began to resemble some of those boys we grew up with. No longer did Lou top the scales at his customary 292 pounds. I, on the other hand, had not been affected, and still maintained my finely chiseled body at 303 pounds.
I had lost Lou, my compatriot when it came to fine dining. If it tasted good, Lou didn’t eat it anymore. I prayed for Lou, but I soon found out that God was upset with me, or He was on the aliens’ side, because Lou didn’t stop exercising, and he continued to stay away from good-tasting food. It got worse. Not only did the aliens take over Lou’s brain, but the brain of Dr. Littleton, the doctor who performs all the physicals for the Hilldale Police Department. Like that dreaded time of the year when we have to pay taxes, there came a time when I had to have another physical, and I couldn’t talk the doctor into passing me, again. He read me the riot act, and told me to lose some of my girth, or lose some detecting. It was then that those aliens took over my brain too, and not only did I start exercising and change what I was eating, but I liked the changes.
It seemed like everything had changed in my life except my next-door neighbor, Heloise Humphert, and even she hasn’t been bugging me since that day she broke into my house and started harassing me and I had her arrested. Oh, she still looks at me when she sees me, but she stares daggers at me, instead of looking at me with stars in her eyes.
Well, there is one other thing that hasn’t changed. Lightning, my canary yellow VW bug, is still my mode of transportation, making me the only owner of such a vehicle who isn’t young, female, and curvaceous. If I’d never met Jennifer, maybe I would have gone to the reunion of those who owned yellow bugs. Maybe one of them, probably someone named Jennifer, would have latched on to me because of my good taste in cars. But then I’m not complaining. The way I see it, a Jennifer in the hand is better than two Jennifers at a yellow bug convention. Particularly, when my Jennifer looks as good as she does.








 
Chapter Two
 
 
As time passed, I continued to make changes in my life. Just before I headed off to see my Jennifer, I anticipated that such a day might come, so I invested in Sirius XM radio for Lightning. Lightning seemed to perk up and feel better about herself. I considered getting her new floor mats too, but the ones she had still looked okay. I did see that she got washed and a good wax job, though. Nothing but the best for Lightning.
Before I headed out to see Jennifer, I got on the computer and perused the channel listings for my new radio and found four of them that sounded really good to me, 40s’s on 4, 50’s on 5, 60’s on 6, and RadioClassics on Channel 82. I much prefer music the way it was back when you could understand the words in the songs, even if all of them didn’t make sense, when times were simpler and more minds were innocent. And many years ago I happened upon some cassette tapes of radio shows that were popular long before my parents met.
When I backed out of my driveway that day, on the way to Jennifer’s, I hit the Favorites channel and zoomed in on RadioClassics. Even though I’d heard tapes of a few shows, I knew little about most of the shows of the 1940s and 1950s other than what an older person might have told me.
I must admit that a trip to see the woman with whom I was infatuated was not the ideal time to christen RadioClassics, and I soon got Jennifer mixed up with Our Miss Brooks and Gracie Allen. I don’t know why. Jennifer didn’t sound like either one of them. At least I didn’t get her mixed up with Lum & Abner, the two funniest guys I happened across on the radio. An hour or so into my trip the programming changed, and comedy shows gave way to detective shows. Suspense, The Whistler, and Yours Truly, Johnny Dollar quickly became favorites of mine. And before I arrived at Jennifer’s I grew to love some of the old detectives, like Sam Spade, Phillip Marlow, and Nero Wolfe. I had gotten to know those guys through books, and suddenly I got to hear what they sounded like on radio. I listened to more shows on the return trip and soon learned that some people appeared on more than one show, and that seven or eight different men played Johnny Dollar during the running of the show, including the first man to play the insurance investigator, Dick Powell, whom I had seen in many old movies.
 
+++
 
It wasn’t until after I returned home and I was able to rid my mind of those sugarplum visions of Jennifer for a few minutes that I began to look at my life, and my future. Did I want to make other changes? Or had I already made enough to last me a few years? My head began to spin and my thoughts turned to everything from completely retiring from the Hilldale Police Department after Lou and I had trained someone else to solve this burg’s murders, to traveling, to moving away from Hilldale, to getting married. Taking an occasional vacation was the only one that didn’t involve making some big decisions. Lou and I don’t live together now, but I certainly knew that he wouldn’t be moving in with us if Jennifer and I got married, and I couldn’t picture one of us solving murders if the other one retired, so I decided to call him, see what he thought of my mid-life crisis, or whatever it was that I was experiencing.
“Murdock and Dekker Investigations. This is the brains of the outfit.”
“Only if you tied up with some other Dekker while I was away.”
“I can’t think of any Dekker I’d want to be tied up with. Now, a Spencer, that’s a different story.”
“Thelma Lou hasn’t come to her senses yet?”
“No, and neither has Jennifer, from what I hear. I don’t know what she sees in you.”
“Less than someone used to be able to see in me, thanks to you and Doc.”
“That reminds me of something, Cy. While you were gone I started Exergaming.”
“Exer what?”
“Exergaming. Google it! I’m checking out pole dancing, too.”
“I don’t think you’ve got the body for it, Lou.”
“Guys can do it, too.”
“I don’t want to even think about women tossing money at you.”
“No, Cy! I mean at home.”
“Listen, Lou, in a way these strange ideas of yours have to do with why I called you. What say we grab some lunch somewhere, talk over a few things, then maybe drop by Scene of the Crime and see if they have any books we don’t have?”
“Am I going to dread what you want to talk about?”
“Less than me envisioning you pole dancing.”
“Okay, what time are you picking me up?”
“I’m not. You still weigh too much. You’ll have to walk out to Lightning on your own, but give me an hour. That will give me time to Google exergaming.”
“And give me time to talk you out of whatever fool ideas you might have.”
 
+++
 
It didn’t take me long after I typed “exergaming” that I realized I was already doing it. Wii Fit was a type of exergaming. So were some of the other Wii games I’d added to my life; tennis, boxing, bowling, to name three. I’d even started playing a lot of table tennis on the Wii. I was surprised at how quickly I got tired playing it, but at least the ball never rolled under the couch. From what I could tell dance games were the new craze. I planned to ask Lou if he’d gotten into any of them. I might be willing to try some of them, but I was ruling out pole dancing, unless Jennifer suggested it. And I sure wasn’t going to wear a tutu when I danced, even if no one else could see me. Thoughts of being watched while I Wiied made me wonder if George Orwell’s 1984 had come to be by way of YouTube and camera phones. At least I was thankful that I didn’t own a cell phone, and I had no idea how to put anything on YouTube. But then I knew all my friends except Lou had cell phones, and I was sure most of my friends could put something on YouTube and Facebook, so I knew I had to watch myself. I wanted to still be able to go out in public without people snickering when they saw me.
I’d gotten comfortable with several exercises and had worked out an exercise plan for every week. On Monday, Wednesday, and Friday, I do aerobic exercises. Mondays and Fridays I usually stick to Wii Fit, warm up with Basic Step, move on to Advanced Step and Hula Hoop, and end up with Running, until I huff and puff and stop somewhere short of cardiac arrest. I’m at the point now where I can complete over half of the Ten Minute Run before I start huffing and puffing like I used to do ten seconds into my workout. On Tuesday and Thursdays I work on Strength exercises. I was lousy when I started the Strength exercises, so bad that most of the time I couldn’t even score one point, or last more than two or three minutes. So, I made it a point to continue with one exercise until I’d mastered it well enough that I had a decent score. Then, I moved on to the next Strength exercise. While I’m good at aerobics, I haven’t moved on too far with the Strength exercises. My exercise sergeant yells at me a lot. On days I do strength exercises, I work in a little Yoga and Balance exercises, too. While I wouldn’t call myself flexible, I would call myself improved.
At least one day a week is playtime. That is a day when I turn to games most people play with real balls, or real boxing gloves. This is better than the real thing, because I never have to chase down a real tennis ball, or look for a golf ball that has gone astray. And I don’t get hurt when I lose a boxing match. Oh, I can be a little sore the next day, but my face doesn’t look like I lost a fight with a gorilla. Okay, maybe it does look that way, but it already looked that way when I got up.
I try different approach spots while bowling, without having to pay for each game, always hoping to set a new high score. I feel a little guilty on the days I play games, like it isn’t really exercising, so I go a little longer. Depending on the exercise, and how much it takes out of me, I’m liable to go an hour and a half or two hours. Of course, I can’t go that long on the days I’m boxing or playing tennis, but I can easily play a few rounds of golf, provided I don’t get upset when my score is way over par. I still have that one hole every now and then when I’m so far over par it ruins my entire round.
I read an article a while back that said that over ninety percent of the people who are trying to lose weight need to include both exercise and diet in order to lose weight, which was what my doctor ordered me to do. So, I’ve changed what I eat. I’ve experimented and come up with foods I can tolerate, even enjoy. My breakfast consists of either a peanut butter and jelly sandwich on whole wheat, without overloading the peanut butter and jelly, or I eat a whole grain cereal with almonds or walnuts and blueberries or strawberries. I pour almond milk over it, gulp it down, wait an hour or so, and then exercise. On days that I exercise early to avoid the heat, I eat one square of dark chocolate before exercising. Even though I’m indoors with air-conditioning, I still sweat if it’s warm outside.
Most of the time, lunch is a sandwich, either peanut butter and jelly, if I eat cereal for breakfast, or an egg salad sandwich, again on whole wheat. I used to detest whole wheat, but now I’ve gotten used to it. And occasionally, I’ll eat a grilled chicken breast sandwich.
A lot of times dinner is a salad with Romaine lettuce, spinach, and purple cabbage, tomato, broccoli, cucumber, maybe some egg, possibly a little cheese without overdoing it. Most nights I add a cut-up chicken breast or some flaked salmon. The only way I’ve stuck to the old days is that I still can’t stand any dressing I can see through, so I go with a small amount of Thousand Island or Blue Cheese. Because I’m pretty good on everything else I eat, I can get away with this.
Each day, I allow myself some snacks, usually one in the morning and one in the afternoon. I eat an apple a day, usually a Fugi apple, and if I haven’t eaten any peanut butter, I smear some of that on the apple slices. And if I don’t have a chocolate square before exercising, later in the day, I eat one Ghirardelli dark chocolate 72 percent cacao square, which is a lot less than the number of Hershey Almond candy bars I used to eat, one almond and surrounding chocolate at a time. And if I haven’t had any nuts in my cereal, I will eat a handful of almonds or walnuts at some point during the day.
This sure is a far cry from my former life, where the only exercise I got was walking from the car to the Blue Moon or walking a crime scene, and the food I fix myself is much different than what I used to eat out. But occasionally I’ll deviate from my routine. Lou and I will go somewhere for lunch or dinner. But when we do, we don’t pig out like we used to do. Oh to have the metabolism of those people who can eat anything at any time of the day or night and never gain weight.








 
Chapter Three
             
            
I quit thinking about food and exercise long enough to dart out the door and head to Lightning. I considered waiting to leave until my next-door neighbor came charging down my driveway, but then I brushed aside those thoughts and hoped God wasn’t going to punish me for thinking them.
A few minutes later, I pulled up in front of Lou’s place. He came jogging out the front door. Yes, jogging! He about tore Lightning’s door off, plopped down on the seat, and turned and grinned at me. I’d known Lou long enough that I knew when he grinned it was bad for me. I waited him out, and I didn’t have to wait long.
“So, Cy, how do you feel about Zumba?”
“Let’s see, Zumba is either the maid your parents had when you were little, a witch doctor, or the name of the latest rapper.”
“Cy, you know my parents didn’t have a maid when I was little.”
“I like it when we are able to narrow our list of suspects so quickly.”
“You might want to add to it first. While there may be a rapper or a witch doctor, neither of those is my Zumba. It doesn’t look like you spent much time looking up exergaming before you came to pick me up, so I guess I’d better clue you in, Clueless. Zumba is the latest craze. Well, it could be twenty years old, but it’s the latest as far as I’m concerned.”
“Whatever it is, I’m not interested.”
“But everybody’s doing it, Cy.”
“All the more reason why I’m not interested.”
“Cy, Zumba is the in thing in exergaming. I guess you can call it a dance.”
“Feel free to call it whatever you like. I’m not interested. Now, since you’re my best friend, I’m perfectly willing to come over to your place and watch you Zumba to your heart’s content.”
“I guess you’re right, Cy. I don’t think you’re ready for Zumba yet. Maybe you should try Just Dance 3.”
“Whatever happened to Just Dance 1 and 2?”
“I think you’re beyond that already.”
“They don’t call me Twinkle Toes for nothing.” 
I’d barely gotten the words out when I realize that I’d just given myself the same nickname as my next-door neighbor’s dog. Luckily, Lightning had pulled into Burkman’s parking lot before I got myself into any more trouble. I refrained from telling Lou that when I came over and watched him do any of these forms of exergaming, I’d spring for buying a game of my own if any of them looked good to me. And I wouldn’t hesitate to watch Jennifer anytime she wanted to Zumba. Maybe Lou was on to something.
 
+++
 
After Lou and I were seated, we were approached by a server who looked familiar from those nights when Lou and I used to pig out there. The look on our server’s face seemed somewhere between bemusement and amusement when Lou and I each ordered a pitcher of water with lemon. When he figured out we were serious he retreated to locate our beverages. It took him two trips, but he returned with two pitchers of water, two glasses, and a bowl full of lemons. He inquired as to whether or not we were ready to order, and we said, “Yes.” Lou went first.
“I’ll have the spinach salad with salmon and raspberry vinaigrette dressing.”
“I’ll have what he’s having, only make my dressing Thousand Island.”
Our server merely stood there and smiled. After a brief silence, he said, “What do you really want?” He did remember us. It took almost a minute for me to convince him that we were serious.
Most of the lunch crowd had cleared out before Lou and I arrived at Burkman’s, and no one was seated close enough to us to overhear our conversation. After Lou and I shared a chuckle about our server, Lou could control himself no longer.
“So, what’s all the urgency about getting together, Cy? Did you decide to get married? You didn’t elope while you were gone on this trip, did you, Cy?”
“I wanted to, but her daddy kept standing over me holding a shotgun.”
“And you didn’t arrest him?”
“It was out of my jurisdiction.”
“Forget the elope thing. Did you decide to get married?”
“Why, have you and Thelma Lou decided to tie the knot?”
“I’m not much good at tying knots. Remember we skipped the Boy Scouts thing. It was too much like a junior Army. But I have thought about marriage a time or two. Thought about it. Not bought a ring. But, it wouldn’t take much to convince me, but I don’t want to abandon you, and I don’t think you’ve known Jennifer long enough to ask her hand in marriage, although I do think you’d probably be good for each other. After all, she’s Thelma Lou’s cousin, so it’s not like we have to check out her past.”
“Lou, she does have a checkered past. I blame it on those red-and-white vinyl tablecloths at that diner where she used to eat all the time.”
“That wasn’t her. That was you. And, remember, we always ate at the counter, and we didn’t have a tablecloth. We did have napkins, but I don’t remember you ever using one.”
“That was you, my friend, back when you ate real food, and wiped your mouth on your sleeve.”
“Cy, I thought this was going to be a serious conversation.”
“Okay, Lou, as you know, I really like Jennifer, but I’m not ready to rush into marriage. Marriage is a big step. I don’t want to trip. Still, I wouldn’t mind spending more time with her.”
“Are you telling me that you’re moving down to where she lives and I’m on my own? Is that what this lunch date is all about?”
“Lou, I would never consider any meal alone with you a date. And no, I don’t plan to leave you and move where Jennifer lives. But remember, she has talked about moving up here. And anyway, if I ever leave Hilldale, it would be to move to Lexington. I know it’s only an hour away, but I would never move there unless I did a trial test of spending a few weeks there. And I’m not sure I’d ever move there unless you did. How do you feel about that?”
“I’m glad I mean so much to you, Cy. It must be those birthday and Christmas presents I give you each year. The only way I’d ever consider moving is if Thelma Lou and I decide to get married, and even then I’m not sure I want to go to the big city. Still, I agree with you. Lexington is the only place I’d consider leaving Hilldale for. Of course, even an hour is pretty far to commute to a murder investigation each day.”
“Glad you brought that up. That’s something else I wanted to talk to you about.”
Lou and I talked and ate for close to an hour and found out that we thought similarly about everything. We’d seriously consider teaching someone else the ropes of a homicide investigation, just in case we wanted to be free to go and do whatever we wanted to do whenever we wanted to do it, whether we moved away or not. And both of us knew that we weren’t getting any younger, so we’d better get in better shape while we’re still able. Lou had already done a good job of it. He’d already lost over fifty pounds. He was well on his way to being down to one human being. While I was far from that, the over twenty pounds I’d lost helped me to look a little less like a float in a Macy’s parade.
 
+++
 
With no set time to do anything, we took our time eating and talking and then got up, walked out, and rejoined Lightning. We were off on our way to Scene of the Crime to add a few mysteries to our collections.
The owner, Myrtle Evans, smiled when we walked in. For her, each time we walk in she must feel like someone has remembered her in their will. Well, we don’t buy that much, but with the two of us buying copies of the same books, any day we walk into her bookstore her day goes from an okay day to a good one.
“Why, hello boys. I’m sorry, but I haven’t had a chance to select some books for you.”
“That’s okay, Mrs. E. We’ve got plenty of time. We’ll just browse and pick out a few new books to read.”
She smiled again. 
Lou and I always buy the same books, read them in the same order, and discuss each book after we finish it. For the next forty-five minutes we walked those wooden floors in and out of rooms named Cozy, Police Procedural, FBI/CIA, Historical, Classics, and a couple of others. The aisles of Scene of the Crime were wide enough to accommodate the shopping carts both of us pushed, as, a little at a time we loaded our carts with our selections. Our choices included Tripwire by Lee Child, Hour Game by David Baldacci, Plum Island by Nelson DeMille, Transfer of Power by Vince Flynn, The Tenth Justice by Brad Meltzer, Dead in the Water by Stuart Woods, The Black Echo by Michael Connelly, Design for Murder and Scandal in Fair Haven by Carolyn Hart, Death of an Expert Witness by P.D. James, The Canary Murder Case by S.S. Van Dine, The Case of the Curious Bride by Erle Stanley Gardner, and Death of the Nile by Agatha Christie. Thirteen books. Thirteen hardback books. What a fitting number for a reader of mysteries. Over $300 worth of books each. Barring any more murders, my next few weeks were set. Wii and read. Read and Wii. What more could a guy want? And then my thoughts turned to Jennifer. How  much did I want to see her? Was it every now and then, or did I want to share a commode seat and a toothbrush with the love of my life? I settled that last part quickly. If we married, the house would have at least two bathrooms and two toothbrushes. Two tubes of toothpaste, too. I didn’t know where she squeezed the toothbrush. Probably in the middle. At least that’s where she squeezed me, her main squeeze. But I had to put Jennifer aside for a while, if I wanted to get any reading done. Maybe I would dream about my love life when I went to bed, but I was ready to be a crime fighter, without actually leaving my house and fighting any crime.








 
Chapter Four
 
 
The next day I was busy reading, almost finished with the first book I’d purchased the day before, which was quite an accomplishment considering that most of the books we bought were thick books with lots of pages. I had only forty pages left and was anxious to see if my suspicions were correct as to who the murderer was, when the phone rang. I almost didn’t get it, but then I thought, “What if it’s important?”
“Cy, this is George.”
George Michaelson is the only other lieutenant on the Hilldale Police Department, a good friend, and someone who is always eager to have fun at my expense.
“Have you missed me, George?”
“Come to think of it, things have been a lot more efficient around here lately. But that’s not the reason I called. Do you know some guy named Bill O’Connell?”
“Lou and I went to school with a guy by that name, but I haven’t seen or heard from him in years. Could that be the Bill O’Connell you mean?”
“How would I know? All I know is that you’ve got a letter down here, and Bill O’Connell is the name that’s listed with the return address.”
“Where’s he live?”
“Wilmington, North Carolina. Where does your Bill O’Connell live?”
“I don’t know. I’ve haven’t seen or heard from him since high school.”
“Then it makes perfect sense why you asked me where this one lives, since it wouldn’t help you to identify him. Did your Bill O’Connell look like someone who would grow up and live near the Atlantic Ocean?”
“I don’t know. What do they look like?”
“Leathery skin, looks older than he is. How would I know, Cy? I’ve never been there. Maybe he’s looking into being arrested for murder and wants to know how good you are at solving one.”
“Then you can answer the letter. On second thought, forget that. I don’t trust you.”
“I must remember to live down to your expectations, Cy. Now, are you coming to get this letter, or do I mark ‘deceased’ on it and send it back to him?”
“I’ll come and get it after while. I just can’t figure out why he’d be writing to me, and why he’d send the letter there. Anyway, I appreciate your calling. I’ll stop by later and pick it up. You be there?”
“If you’re coming, I’m not sure.”
“I’m excited to see you, too. Try to get a little work done for a change, and I’ll see you after while.”
I wondered briefly why Bill O’Connell would be writing to me, but quickly settled back down to finish reading my book.
An hour later, pleased with myself for figuring out the book I’d just finished before the facts were revealed, I remembered George’s call. Curious, I picked up my keys and headed downtown.
I picked up the letter and received ribbing from a few people about being too old to work or being a part-timer. Heather Ambrose arrived just after I did. She gave me a lingering hug and a peck on the cheek, which made my entire day. After lingering near her as long as possible, I floated out to Lightning to read Bill’s letter in private.
 
Cy,
 
I’d heard that you and Lou became cops, which might be why I couldn’t find your address or phone number. I don’t know if you remember me from school or not, but I remember the two of you. I’m going to be in Hilldale next weekend. I’ll be a vendor at the Hilldale Art & Craft Fair and I’d love to see you again. I hope you can stop by. I’ll be in Booth 37.
 
Bill O’Connell 
 
Like I told George, I did remember Bill. I couldn’t figure out why he’d want to see me. Maybe George was right. Maybe he’s in some kind of trouble and wanted to talk to a cop about it, or it could just be that he’s getting older and he wanted to touch base with a couple of people from his past, although I don’t remember ever being buddy-buddy with him. Of course, if he’s a vendor, maybe he wants to sell me something. He didn’t tell me what he sells. Probably nothing I’d have a use for. The thing is the Hilldale Art & Craft Fair has been around for years and I’ve never had even the slightest curiosity as to what goes on there. If I remember correctly, it’s both Saturday and Sunday. But I thought maybe Lou and I could sneak down there and see Bill for a few minutes before things got crowded, or after they slowed down for the day. Of course, since I’ve never attended the event, I had no idea when would be the best time to go and avoid the crowd.
I hurried home. I was on my way to the phone to call Lou and tell him about the letter, when my phone rang. Maybe Lou had e.s.p. and was saving me from phoning him.
I was still trying to figure out if I wanted to go to some art and craft thing. Maybe I could send my yard boy by with a note telling Bill to stop by after it was over. Like I said, I, Cy Dekker, have lived my entire life in Hilldale without once taking in the Hilldale Art & Craft Fair. I saw no reason for any red-blooded male to attend such an event. I didn’t need to go there to see and be seen. I wasn’t running for public office. I doubted if anyone would be selling anything that I either couldn’t do without or wouldn’t be able to find in some store in town. And no man would go to such an event just to look. Why would anyone go shopping just to look? Any man knows that you go somewhere that sells stuff because you want some of the stuff they sell and for no other reason. And when the place selling something is a space that is probably 10x10 or 10x20, it doesn’t take but a second or two to find out if there is anything there you want. No man God ever made would take five to ten minutes memorizing everything in a booth, only to return after seeing everything sold by every other vendor in order to take another five to ten minutes to see if the merchandise looks like it did the first time and decide whether or not to purchase it, provided no one had bought said item in the two hours or so it had taken to check out all of the other booths. But then, as all of us men know, not all the creatures God made are men. Some are those better looking ones. You know who I mean? The ones who mess with your thought process and get you to do things you’d never do if you were thinking rationally. As it turned out, I was about to talk to one of them. But I’m getting ahead of myself.
A while back, I, Cy Dekker, a lieutenant with the Hilldale Police Department, the lead homicide detective of our illustrious organization, was a man who always thought rationally. That was until my good friend and partner in solving crimes, Sgt. Lou Murdock, conned me into going out on a blind date. Oh, I’m not complaining. Oh I complained enough at the time, up until I first cast my eyes on the most gorgeous creature God has ever made. Well, one of the two most gorgeous. I was married when I was younger. My wonderful wife, Eunice, was the other one. And for many years, unless a woman was a suspect or a murder victim, I never looked at another woman. Well, not often anyway. Heather Ambrose has always been a lot better to look at than any other officer at the Hilldale Police Department. Anyway, I was talking about women close to my age. Heather is nowhere near my age. But then, one day Lou’s girlfriend, Thelma Lou, conned him into suckering me into a blind date. That was the end of it for me. Since then, other than on those occasions when Lou and I are out solving another murder, my brain has turned to mush. It’s not good for anything anymore, and I chalk all of that up to a woman I now call My Jennifer. I thought Jennifer Garner looked good. I thought Jennifer Aniston looked good. And they did, and do, but I never saw them in person and they never caused my brain to malfunction to the point where I can’t make a rational decision anymore. Of course I didn’t think about any of this until after I answered the phone twice, talked a while to both parties, and had hung up. The first call came just after I returned home from picking up Bill’s letter.
“Dekker and Murdock Investigations. This is the brilliant lieutenant, not the dumb sergeant.”
“This isn’t the dumb sergeant, either. He’s on Hogan’s Heroes. This is your conscience calling.”
“That’s a scary thought. So, what do you want, Lou? I’ve already made out my will and left you the bulk of my estate.”
“You don’t have as much bulk as you used to.”
“But my estate is just as much. I’ve left everything to you.”
“Does that include your next-door neighbor?”
“You can have her if you want.”
“I don’t want, but your estate isn’t why I called you. Your future is. Cy, did you know that the Hilldale Art & Craft Fair is next weekend?”
“So, you got a letter, too.”
“You mean you got a letter telling you about it?”
“So, you didn’t get a letter.”
“No, I got a phone call.”
“Bill called you. How come he had your phone number and didn’t have mine?”
“Bill who? Cy, have you been taking your medication?”
“The only Bill I know who’s going to be at that art and craft thing. Bill O’Connell.”
“The only Bill O’Connell I’ve heard of is that snotty-nosed kid we went to school with.”
“You were the snotty-nosed kid. Bill was the bully who beat you up.”
“He never beat me up.”
“I know, but he wasn’t a snotty-nosed kid, either. Anyway, I got a letter from him. He’s coming to Hilldale next weekend, will have a booth at that craft thing, and wants me and you to stop by and see him. You interested in going?”
“What’s he selling?”
“I don’t know. He didn’t say. But if he has a booth at this thing, I doubt if it’s insurance, cars, or some multi-level marketing scheme. Anyway, enough about Bill. Why did you call?”
“Guess who else is coming to Hilldale next weekend?”
“Other vendors at the art and craft thing?”
“I’m sure they are, but I’m talking about Jennifer.”
“Jennifer, as in Jennifer Sharp, My Jennifer?”
“That’s right.”
“How come she didn’t call me and tell me?”
“I think they used me to call and break the news.”
“What’s the matter? She’s not bringing some other guy, is she?”
“No, she hasn’t upgraded.”
“I’ll pretend you didn’t say that, although I might consider redoing my will. But back to Jennifer, who might get the bulk of my estate. At least her coming will give me an excuse not to go to that art and craft thing.”
“Afraid not.”
“Why not? I’d rather spend my time with Jennifer than Bill.”
“Cy, it looks like you’ll get to spend time with both.”
“You mean Jennifer’s got a booth, too? What’s she selling?”
“Time share.”
“Time share to what?”
“She’s going to share her time with you. The reason she’s coming is that she and Thelma Lou want to go to the Hilldale Art & Craft Fair.”
“Well, I hope she doesn’t want to spend much time there. I’d rather she spend it with me. Of course, maybe we can kill two birds with one stone, drive the girls down, and stop and say ‘hi’ to Bill while she and Thelma Lou do whatever women do at those things.”
“I know one thing women like to do at those things. At least two women.”
“What’s that? Spend money? I don’t mind giving her some money to buy her something.”
“I’m afraid it’s your arm she wants, not your money.”
“Maybe she wants an arm and a leg, which translates to my money.”
“I didn’t know you had any. All I know is she wants to see this craft fair on your arm.”
“You don’t think maybe she’d be interested in a quick walk through and then off to park and smooch somewhere, do you?”
“Cy, she’s a woman. So’s Thelma Lou. And you know what happens when you have two women together, don’t you?”
“Yeah, they have to go to the restroom.”
“That, too. But what I meant was they shop a little slower.”
“So, we’ll just drop them off for an hour and stop back by and pick them up, then go somewhere better.”
“Do you actually believe that’s going to happen?”
I had to admit I didn’t. When I hung up I planned to Google the Hilldale Art & Craft Fair to see if there would be anything there Lou and I would like. Lou and I spent another five minutes consoling each other, and then I hung up.








 
Chapter Five
 
 
Just as I was about to trot off to the computer to Google our upcoming event, the phone rang again.
“Dekker here.”
“Cy, Darling, is that you?”
“No, this is the answering service. Cy Darling will not be available until after the Hilldale Art & Craft Fair is over.”
“So, Lou spoiled my surprise. Are you saying you don’t want to see me when I come in this weekend?”
“Oh, I definitely want to see you, but I received the worst news from my allergist the other day. It seems I’m allergic to tents.”
“Nice try. And did this doctor, Dr. Lou, tell you that you’ll be going to this wonderful festival on both Saturday and Sunday?”
“Saturday and Sunday?”
“So, I guess he didn’t get that far.”
“No, you beeped in while he was still telling me. Why would someone want to go both days?”
“Cy, you still have that old-fashioned phone, so I know you don’t have call-waiting, so I couldn’t have beeped in.”
“You win, Miss Sharp. Maybe he wanted to spare me some of my pain until I talked to you.”
“So, you’re saying that time spent with me is pain?”
“Only when I have to share you with a bunch of people hawking their wares.”
“There will be other weekends. Besides, with all those fabulously-crafted bargains, it’ll be easy to miss something the first time through. And I’m only going to be there this weekend, and the festival is just this one weekend, anyway, so we might as well take advantage of it.”
“Why don’t we let someone else take advantage of it? Besides, wouldn’t you rather go to the drive-in with me?”
“I guess Lou didn’t get that far, either.”
“You mean the festival is open at night this year?”
“No, I mean after we leave the arts and crafts fair Saturday night the four of us are going to the drive-in. And remember, Lou’s driving. That means we get the back seat.”
“We need to get there early, say around three o’clock, so we can get the back row.”
“You rascal you. You mean you don’t want to get the front row so we can show those young people a thing or two?”
“I thought we’d get there early and practice kissing.”
“Cy, you don’t need any practice. And believe me, your lips will be numb before we leave there.”
That was it for me. She had me when she mentioned the back seat. And when she added that I didn’t need any practice, that was it. I thought of the two of us eating pizza, stuffing popcorn into each other’s mouth, licking ice cream off of each other’s lips, and giving each other artificial respiration, or something resembling that. I wouldn’t think of that dreaded art and craft fair again. Well, not until we arrived there on Saturday morning. And then all that I’d be able to think about would be the drive-in. I didn’t care what movie was on. I didn’t care if she went back to each booth three times before we left the craft fair. I just knew that at some point, after so many endless hours, Saturday would be over, and Saturday night would be upon us, and I would be upon My Jennifer. Well, upon as in snuggled up next to her, kissing on her luscious lips and coming up for air only long enough to eat something we’d purchased from the concession stand, something that would give me enough strength to kiss Jennifer some more.
“Cy, are you still there?”
“Sure, I was just thinking about Saturday night.”
“Well, I’m thinking of Saturday morning first.”
“Morning? Shouldn’t we wait until afternoon to go, give the crowd a chance to thin out?”
“You mean you don’t want to be seen with me?”
“No, I want all the guys to eat their hearts out. I just didn’t want either of us to get tired before Saturday night. I thought maybe we could get there around 2:00, leave around 4:00, and get to the drive-in around 5:00, so we’d get a good spot in the back, before the teenagers get all of them.”
“You’re to get to Thelma Lou’s at 8:00. We’re fixing breakfast for the two of you. That way we can eat and still get there around 9:00, when the thing starts.”
“So, you want to go in the morning, rather than afternoon?”
“Oh, we’ll probably still be there until the middle of the afternoon, but don’t worry. I have money of my own. I don’t expect you to buy me anything.”
Cy sneezed.
“Are you coming down with something?”
“No, there’s a tent salesman at the front door.”
“Good. Make sure you buy one. They say the best way to get over your allergies is to be around whatever it is you are allergic to. That way you can work up immunity to it.”
“If that’s true, I should be over my allergies by Sunday.”
“Oh, good. I might come back up in a few weeks. I hear there’s another art and craft fair over in Connersville. Too bad most of the good craft fairs up your way were last month.”
I said a quick prayer and thanked God for small favors, then got back to Jennifer before she thought I’d hung up on her.
“That reminds me. When are you moving up here?”
“Soon, my love. Very soon. I can’t wait until Saturday.”
We said goodbye and five minutes later I remembered to hang my phone up. No End button for me. I think I’m one of only two people in the county to have a phone with a rotary dial. And the other person is over ninety years old.
When I was able to think somewhat rationally again I called Lou back to see if he knew about the drive-in. He did. If he had told me that part first the other part would have been easier to take. Oh, well! At least I would be with My Jennifer. And then I remembered. No woman over the age of thirty would pay more attention to the man she was with than the merchandise she came to check out. I knew what merchandise I would be checking out, and it wouldn’t be some guy’s cuckoo clocks, or whatever they sell at those events.
 
+++
 
It didn’t seem like it was already the first of October, but it was. It wouldn’t be long until the leaves began to fall from my trees, and I knew what that meant. It was time to call the yard boy and give him an opportunity to earn a few bucks. I’d planned to spend the rest of the week reading. When I checked with Lou, I found out that he didn’t know anything about Jennifer coming until an hour or so before he called me, which meant he didn’t know before he and I went to Scene of the Crime to bulk up on our fall reading material. It was still a few days until Saturday, so I’d have time to read a couple more of my purchases before Jennifer arrived. But first, it was time to head to the computer and see what I could find out about this blasted art and craft fair.
 
+++
 
A few minutes later I returned to my recliner, only a little more knowledgeable about what lay before me than I was before I Googled the upcoming art and craft fair. I knew the hours of the event. 9:00-7:00 on Saturday, 11:00-4:00 on Sunday. I saw a few pictures on the website, some of people looked vaguely familiar, spineless men whose wives had dragged them to some woman thing. And I was soon to become one of those spineless men. At least I was doing it for love. Most of the guys in the picture weren’t in love. They were already married.
While I was at the computer I started a file to keep track of the books I read. Not only would I be able to keep track of them, but now that I was venturing out and reading more authors I would rate each book on a scale of 1-4, with ratings in tenths. I would make it a point to buy another book by any author whose book I read that I rated at least a 3.1. I’d run to the bookstore to buy another book by any author I rated a 3.5 or better. Well, maybe not run. I can’t get carried away with this exercise thing. Thankful that I’d already done an hour of exercising in the morning I was free to read the rest of the day. When I got hungry I ate a small snack. Then, when I got hungry again I planned to fix myself a salmon and spinach salad. Before I left the computer, I headed to the website http://www.fastastic.fiction.co.uk and printed a list of books written by every author I planned to read. I hadn’t stuck to this yet, but from now on I planned to read each author’s books in order. I hadn’t decided what to do if an author wrote more than one series. I’d probably read the books in order within a series, and then go on to another series. I’d either begin with his or her most popular series or the one that debuted first.
I hadn’t decided in which order to read the books I’d purchased a few days before, and Lou hadn’t either, so I called him back. He too had finished Tripwire by Lee Child. Both of us enjoyed the book, wanted to kill the bad guy early in the book, and liked Jack Reacher as a hero. Since neither of us had any book we were itching to read over any of the others, I opted for the simplest thing. I selected the book on top, David Baldacci’s Hour Game. Less than two minutes later both Lou and I were settled down, entertained by one of the best mystery-thriller authors today.








 
Chapter Six
 
 
Other than get a haircut on Friday to look my best for my Jennifer, I didn’t do much the rest of the week except read. When I returned home from getting a haircut, that woman, Heloise Humphert, my next-door neighbor,
was standing in her yard with a rake in her hand, waiting for the first leaves of the year to fall. Her varmint, Twinkle Toes, was poised next to her, eager to do something to those leaves. Her Ugliness didn’t see me until the last minute, which caused her to panic and step on her rake, which conked her on the noggin. She stumbled back and fell down, but was soon given CPR by an eager French poodle. What made everything even more hilarious was that Heloise Humphert doesn’t even have any trees in her front yard. But then I’d never thought of her as the smartest apple in the fruit bowl. I made a mental note to tell my yard boy to rake my leaves into her yard so she would have something to do.
 
+++
 
I went to bed a little early on Friday night, knowing that I’d have a long day and night on Saturday, and I wasn’t sure if I’d get a nap between the day and evening activities. Before I went to bed, I set the alarm, something I detest, but felt I needed to do it. I wanted to be ready when Lou came to pick me up at 7:45. See, when it’s just the two of us, I drive my VW. But when Lou and I double date, he drives his red, 1957 Chevy, because it’s roomier. I like that, because I’d rather have two arms around my date, rather than one, and I don’t have a steering wheel in my way when we take Lou’s car. Of course Lou always slides over to Thelma Lou’s side of the car unless his first stop is the concession stand.
 
+++
 
Lou showed up promptly at 7:45. He was grinning as I stepped out the front door and headed to his Chevy. I was dressed much better than Jon Arbuckle when he goes on a date with the doc. No ugly plaid coats and bowties for me. No Garfield, either.
I glanced next-door and was relieved not to see Her Ugliness. I assumed that she survived her fall okay, although she could have been able to stumble indoors and die. I sniffed to see if I could smell a decomposing body. I couldn’t tell. There’s always a stench coming from her house. Besides, she wouldn’t have decomposed that quickly.
My thoughts turned to something much more pleasant, my Jennifer. I decided to play with Lou’s mind and opened the back door of his car instead of the front. I got in and sat down.
“To the airport, and step on it.”
“As you wish, Sir, but please tell me, how does one step on an airport?”
“Impudence! See if I leave you a tip.”
Lou made a motion like he was turning the meter on, and backed out of the driveway.
“Oh, did you hear, Cy? Jennifer couldn’t make it. She sent her sister, instead. The one with the skull and crossbones tattoo on her neck.”
“Splendid! Just the place to give someone a hickey.”
“Your next-door neighbor didn’t slip out and give you a goodbye kiss before I arrived, did she?”
“Why? Has my face broken out?”
“No, just a couple of guys you put away for life, who said they’d get even.”
I shared with Lou about my neighbor’s fiasco with the rake. He started to laugh and then caught himself. He remembered how God always seems to punish me anytime I enjoy myself at her expense and Lou didn’t want the same thing happen to him. I too stopped laughing, and shot up a brief prayer where I hoped my neighbor got better, and soon. I stopped myself before I thought that she couldn’t get any worse.
“So, Cy, you have any strategy on how we can make our day more palatable?”
“I do, but I don’t think Jennifer will go along with it. I guess I’ll just have to be patient and thank the Lord for the nighttime.”
Lou started singing the Neil Diamond song and I was sorry for my choice of words. I hope his off-key imitation didn’t lead to a rendition of Diamond’s greatest hits. Thankfully, he stopped after one verse, probably because he didn’t know all the words.
“Just don’t misbehave too much today. I don’t want to share the front seat with you at the drive-in.”
After a little more nonsense, we arrived at Thelma Lou’s place and dismounted quickly. I wasn’t in any hurry to take in the art and craft fair, but I was eager to feast my eyes upon My Jennifer. My lips, too.
We stepped into the house and I gulped. No, Jennifer hadn’t opted for a Mohawk haircut, or changed her hair color to something that resembled sunburned cotton candy. But the dining room table was covered with a spread so prolific that I knew that I’d have to Wii twenty-four hours on Monday just to get back to what I weighed on Friday. At least there was some fresh fruit to go with the sausage gravy and biscuits, bacon, sausage, eggs, and hash browns. Maybe Jennifer and I could take our time feeding each other fruit and nibbling on each other’s fingers.
Her Loveliness sashayed over to me and put her arms around me. We gave each other passionate lip massages until I heard a gagging sound from my male friend. We parted long enough for Jennifer to stick out her tongue at him, and then we kissed again. We received a few comments from the peanut gallery before sitting down to eat.
We ate at a leisurely pace more recognizable in a lady. This allowed us time to talk about our weekend. Somehow I kept from choking on my food when the girls said something about staying at the art and craft fair however long it takes. I figured I could do the whole gamut in ten to fifteen minutes. After all, there were only somewhere around ninety booths. It wasn’t like we were going to be tested on this on Monday. I wasn’t going to take notes, and I didn’t plan to drop my entire life savings in one day. A quick glance would be enough to let me know if I was interested in anything some guy had to sell. I didn’t expect to buy much, but there might be a bargain somewhere.
The girls wouldn’t talk about anything except the art and craft fair. I wanted to change the subject, so I interrupted the dragging conversation.
“Does anyone know what’s showing at the drive-in?”
“Does anyone care?” Jennifer cooed, before turning to me to give me a quick taste of whatever food lingered on her lips. Actually, there was no food on hers, but a smattering of this and that on mine.
Lou turned to Thelma Lou.
“Were we ever that bad?”
“You were once. Want to try for it again?”
Lou grinned, then did the best he could to imitate what Jennifer and I had done earlier. I must say it was a poor imitation, but then Lou is only a lowly sergeant who falls behind me in most endeavors.
About a quarter to nine Jennifer looked at her watch and Thelma Lou did the same. I think that was our cue that if we didn’t hurry we wouldn’t be the first to arrive. Lou and I did our best to help. We stayed out of the way while the women loaded the dishwasher. It wasn’t that we didn’t know how, but that they were used to doing it. Loading the dishwasher was something I’d learned to do when I started eating more at home. It wasn’t that hard. After all, I’d been loading my washer and dryer for years. I didn’t want someone else to see my underwear.








 
Chapter Seven
 
 
I had no idea what to expect, since I’d always managed to avoid the Hilldale Art & Craft Fair. Lou drove toward the park downtown, and I soon learned that there were a lot of misguided people in Hilldale. At least there were that day. We offered to drop the women off across the street from the park, but they insisted on walking with us. I wasn’t sure if that had more to do with how much they enjoyed our company or how afraid they were that we would take our sweet time finding a place to park and strolling back to the park. Lou found a place a couple of blocks away, and he and I got out and walked around the car to open the doors for the girls. I didn’t figure it was going to be the worst day of my life, and at that time I didn’t realize that it was going to be a much better day than any of the next few days would be.
Hilldale City Park sets almost in the middle of downtown, and is bordered on one side by the courthouse. The opposite side of the park faces some of the downtown businesses. Large homes, almost a century old, line the other two sides of the park. The park is large enough and the trees are plentiful enough that you can’t see all the way across the park. A slight incline from right to left inhibits one’s view, too. Thelma Lou had been to the art and craft fair a few times, so she showed us the best place to enter the park, so that we could visit each of the booths in order. I wondered what would happen if we went out of order. I didn’t want to find out. At the Main Street entrance on the right side of the park, or as we were to know it that weekend, the place in the park closest to Booth 1, a couple of people were handing out booklets that had a map of the event and the names of the vendors and what each one sold. Hilldale merchants bought advertising in the booklet, in hope that each of us who attended would remember our merchants in case we had any money left after we left the park. I planned to have money left, although I did plan to buy Jennifer a small trinket to commemorate the event. At least I hoped that some of the trinkets were small, or at least had a small price tag. I didn’t mind paying a couple of dollars more than I could buy something similar at Wal-Mart, because I figured that those vendors who made their stuff were somewhat more adept than those children in China who made most of the goods I purchased at Wal-Mart, on those rare occasions I did buy something from the state of Arkansas’s best known retailer.
I was pleased that Thelma Lou, our ringleader, and Jennifer, her partner in deception, walked briskly as we entered the park. I soon learned they had used all of their energy by the time we arrived at Booth 1. Lou and I slowed our pace to resemble that of an octogenarian with arthritis using a walker with one flat wheel. Still, Thelma Lou said, “Where are you two off to so fast?”
When I said, “The next booth. Nothing in this one interests us,” I soon learned we had a split decision. Their look told me. I quickly recovered.
“Oh, I didn’t realize that you like soy candles.”
I had no idea what soy candles were, but I knew that weird people like soy, and sometimes ate it. I hoped Jennifer and Thelma Lou hadn’t developed a taste for candles. I soon learned, as Jennifer replied.
“I’m not sure that we do, but it would be rude not to look.”
I thought it would be rude to block those people who wanted to buy soy candles, just in case there were any in Hilldale, but I refrained from voicing my opinion. Besides, my two-second scan of the booth was enough that I felt I could pass the quiz on Monday. I wasn’t about to ask if soy candles were superior to normal ones. I was afraid of a dissertation. If we received a dissertation at every booth we wouldn’t make it to the drive-in on time to get a spot on the back row. I thought about volunteering to stop by my place and pick up Lightning and go on to the drive-in to save our back row spot, but I liked my teeth the way they were. Besides, there’s nothing worse than spending time at the drive-in with a woman who’s upset with you, unless it’s spending time at the drive-in with a woman who’s upset with you and the pouring rain is keeping you from visiting the concession stand or watching the movie. I wasn’t about to glance over to see what was being sold at Booth 2, either. I would have an hour or so to do that after while. After three minutes on my slow-moving watch, or what seemed like a couple of hours, Jennifer and Thelma Lou asked us if we were ready to move on to the second booth. I thought of answering, “Not quite,” but again remembered how well I liked my present dental work.
It took Jennifer and Thelma Lou only two booths to notice that men and women are wired differently. Actually, I think they already knew this, but they were about to make us an offer we wouldn’t refuse. Actually, the idea was mine, but they readily agreed.
“Say, girls, Lou and I were thinking about buying you a little something. What say that Lou and I walk on ahead and see if we see anything you might like? According to this map, there are fifteen booths that face each other on each row, and there are benches to sit down at both ends of each row. The two of us can check out each row, see if we see anything you might like, and then wait for you on one of the benches. When you catch up to us, you can tell us about anything you saw that you might like and after we get through with all ninety booths on the three rows we can go back and buy you something nice.”
The two looked at each other, read each other’s facial expression, and then turned to us and said, “Okay.” They also told us to look for something we might like. Lou and I each hugged our girl in a manner appropriate for public display and moved on. While I didn’t plan to linger longer than necessary at any booth, I wanted to look at each one long enough that I could pass a quiz when the girls caught up with us sometime the next day. I relayed my thoughts to Lou, who concurred.
Booth 3 sold doll clothes, and after a quick conference, Lou and I deduced that both of the girls were too big for doll clothes. However, a look at Booth 4 made me stop and think.
“Lou, have you ever noticed if Jennifer wears jewelry?”
“Cy, Jennifer is your girl. Thelma Lou is mine.”
“Well, does Thelma Lou wear jewelry?”
“Maybe we should go back to Jennifer.”
“So, what you’re saying is you don’t know about Thelma Lou, either. I guess we’d better look in this booth, just in case.”
A sign hanging in each booth let everyone know who the vendor was, what they sold, and where they were from. Of course I was smart enough to know that this particular booth sold jewelry. Lou and I made small talk with the two women there, and found out the vendors were mother and daughter, Bonnie Crouch and Lisa Kingsley, and the sign said they were from Lexington, Kentucky. I’m not that knowledgeable about jewelry, but their stuff looked good to me. And from the way all the women hovered over it and many of them purchased something, most women must like it, too. Lou and I stood back, waited for a parting of the women, and then took a look. The two women could tell that neither Lou nor I could tell a bracelet from a necklace, so they told us a little about their jewelry. It was made from clay. Kind of like me. Baked in an oven. Kind of like me. Only most people would refer to me, or my ideas, as half-baked. I told the two women what we were doing, and then made a notation on the booklet I was given, and moved on.
The next booth was easy. Candy. Everyone likes candy. And the guy was willing to let me try it for free. Not a whole box, but a piece or two. His name was Michael Jackson. He looked nothing like the other one. This Mike Jackson was from Preston, Kentucky, wherever that is, and I was glad I sampled his candy. Mike Jackson made the best cream candy I’d ever tasted. And his wife, Kelsie, was quick to let me know that he made it, not her. They had four flavors. I didn’t have to wait for Jennifer to make a decision on the candy. I bought two boxes and planned to share my candy with others. After all, there’s only so much Wiiing a man can do in one day. I didn’t want to go through a new Wii board each month.
Even though it was still warm outside, it wasn’t hard to tell it was October. So many vendors had items for sale that had to do with Halloween or a fall theme. Many of them were made out of wood. And orange and black were the prominent colors. Many items were pumpkins, witches, ghosts, and other things you could impale into your yard, but I’d never been one to decorate for Halloween. I thought about buying a few things and sticking them in my next-door neighbor’s yard, because she always looks like Halloween and she could use them year around. I looked at one of the witches and was sure my neighbor posed while the artist painted it. I saw a coffin, thought about buying it, then felt God looking over my shoulder.
Lou and I had almost completed our jaunt past the first fifteen booths when I noticed the man working in the last booth looking at us. The sign said John King, Lexington, Kentucky, Sand Art. I wondered if he knew the mother-daughter team we’d encountered earlier. Both were vendors and from Lexington. They probably did several shows together. I couldn’t picture someone doing one show a year and then retiring. If so, I needed to find out if there was anything I could do.
I didn’t know much about sand art. It came along much after Lou and I did. At least, I don’t remember ever having the opportunity to do something like that as a kid. Two kids had just completed their projects and turned to their mothers with  looks of satisfaction on their faces. Both the boy and the girl thought their sand art was the best sand art anyone had ever done. I think Lou and I must have lingered too long, because the man in the booth spoke to us.
“You ever done any sand art?”
We admitted that we had not.
“Well, I’m trying to get more adults interested in seeing how much fun sand art can be, and I’m willing to let the two of you create your own masterpiece. You don’t have to pay me a thing.”
“What’s the catch?”
“Most of our customers are kids. Maybe if some adults see you trying it, they might try, too. It might help my business.”
I turned to Lou, and the look on his face said, “Why not?” It would give us the chance to mark something off our bucket list that was never actually on that list. I turned around to see if the girls had caught up with us and saw them ogling over something a couple of states back. It looked like they wouldn’t catch up to us before many moons passed.
“Okay, we’re game.”
John King had each of us select the see-through plastic housing for our masterpiece. Neither of us wanted any dainty piece of sand art, so we selected one of the larger possibilities. Then, John walked us through the process, much like he would a kid. A few minutes later, relatively pleased, both of us had completed our project. King held up a digital camera and asked both of us to pose with our creations while he took our picture. I was soon to learn how I’d been conned into something I would continue to pay for, at least in the immediate future. Just as Lou and I were about to pick up our artwork and turn away, a familiar voice spoke to us from just over my shoulder.
“So, what are you boys doing? Playing in the sand? Miss your little sandbox, do you?”
I turned around ready to throw sand in George Michaelson’s face.
“Uh, it’s for my nephew. He wasn’t able to come today. Chicken pox. I thought this might cheer him up.”
“Lou’s nephew have chicken pox, too? Cy, you might not have read this, but they say that people without brothers and sisters have fewer nieces and nephews.”
Before I could answer, George leaned over the counter, retrieved the camera that John King had used to take our picture, and George told him to keep the change from the twenty he gave him. I wondered if I should be more afraid that our picture would be in the newspaper, or if it made the Internet. Either way I figured Lou and I were toast. My mind was already at work wondering how we could get even with George. Shooting him was out of the question. There were times we liked him. That day at the art and craft fair wasn’t one of those days. I wondered if Lou and I could hire some kids to fork his yard and toilet paper his trees. No, it would have to be something Lou and I did ourselves, and I didn’t want to have to exert too much energy taking advantage of George.








 
Chapter Eight
 
 
Lou and I were sitting on one of the benches, doing our best to hide our sand art, when Jennifer and Thelma Lou walked up.
“So, you boys couldn’t wait to buy something, huh? Let’s see what you have.”
I set the sand art down and opened my bag containing the cream candy. Jennifer looked at it and laughed, then opened the only bag she had, which also had some of Mike Jackson’s cream candy. At least I’d bought vanilla and butterscotch and she’d bought strawberry and bourbon. We had all the food groups covered.
“What else do you have there, Cy?”
“Oh, we ran into George Michaelson from the department, and he told us that if Lou and I would do a sand art project that he’d pay for it.”
“Well, I think it’s cute. You did a good job.”
I then offered it to Jennifer as a small token of my embarrassment.
We talked for a couple of minutes, checked out the time, and then set off to take in Booths 16-30. We hadn’t gone far before Lou and I found one that interested us: Bill Noel, Louisville, Kentucky, Photographs and Books. One of his matted photographs, a photograph of a pier, taken on one of his trips to Folly Beach, South Carolina, interested me, and the price was right, and so I purchased it. We saw that he also wrote our favorite kind of books, mysteries, so Lou and I purchased Folly, the first in his series of mystery novels, and The Pier, the second book in the series, whose cover photograph looked something like the photograph of his I’d purchased. It wasn’t the same, but similar.
Lou and I completed the second fifteen booths with no additional purchases, met up with the girls again, and stalked off to attack fifteen more. It was in this group that we ran into our old classmate, Bill O’Connell. Lucky for us, Bill’s name was above his booth. Otherwise, we wouldn’t have recognized him. He had no trouble with us, however. He called us by name and reached out with a firm handshake and clasp on the arm as soon as we walked up. We were lucky in another way, too. Bill’s craft was making dollhouses and doll furniture. I didn’t know any little girls. Besides, if I’d purchased a dollhouse or doll furniture, I was sure George would emerge from behind the next tent. We’d have enough trouble living down our other fiasco, which I was sure would be on Facebook and YouTube before the day was over.
Bill had enough houses and accessories that he had two booths. One tent had nothing but houses, the other accessories. He had several styles of houses, including a southern mansion and something he called English Tudor, and while I had no interest in what he was selling, I admired his handiwork, which looked better than anything similar I’d seen in any store. We talked to Bill for a few minutes and told him to stay in touch before we marched on to the next booth. It was here that we ran into the first of two Freds in a row, Fred Money, who was there with his wife, Judy, made birdhouses. They were well done. I thought about buying one, but then I thought about Alfred Hitchcock. I wasn’t sure I wanted to attract too many birds. I thought about buying one for my next-door neighbor, but then I didn’t see any large enough to attract buzzards or vultures. Next to Fred Money was Fred Spoon, who made fine quality ink pens out of different types of wood. This Fred had some sharp-looking pens. I’m a sucker for a good photographer, so when we ran into a second photographer, Dean Hall, I purchased a second photograph to place on another wall at home. At our last booth on our next go-around, Booth 45, we met Raven and Delinda Felty, from Crab Orchard, Kentucky, wherever that is. While many of the others were focusing on Halloween crafts, Delinda made Christmas ornaments out of clay, and had quite a selection. I purchased one for my tree and another for Jennifer to place on her Christmas tree, when it came time to decorate. Delinda Felty took a pen and inscribed the year on the ornament, so we could both remember the year we met, and first attended the Hilldale Art & Craft Fair, which I was sure would become a big moment in my life.
Lou and I contemplated whether or not to take our purchases to the car, but decided to wait on the girls. We’d see if they had bought anything else, and then we could go to the car, while they got a head start on the next fifteen booths. I figured we would have no trouble catching up and passing them.
 
+++
 
Lou and I didn’t have to wait on the girls as long this time, because we had stopped and talked to Bill for a few minutes, but we did get to sit for a few minutes. We took a seat on the closest bench that was opposite the row of booths of our next conquest, because I wanted to get a look at what those closest to us had to offer. The first booth was actually a double booth, like our friend Bill had, and it was filled with women of all ages. I noticed the crowd of women before I noticed whose booth it was, and what she was selling. The name above the booth said Melissa Spaulding, Fairy Bow Mother, Winchester, Kentucky.
“Lou, did you have any idea that women buy that many hair bows? Look at that! There are four women lined up just to give that woman money.”
“Wonder what they do with them?”
Before I could give my shrug of an answer one woman knelt down to place a bow on her dog, while a grandmother-type took the hand of a little girl who was already wearing a hair bow. I could tell that some women were buying several bows. Since it wasn’t a guy thing, I wasn’t sure if that meant she was buying for several girls or that it would be a sin for a girl to wear the same hair bow twice, or at least twice in a row.
The crowd drawn by the Fairy Bow Mother almost kept me from seeing the man next to her, another author, Tim Callahan, from Middletown, Ohio. I sat there and watched Callahan operate in such a quiet manner. People were gravitating toward him. I got up and walked over close enough to hear what he was saying that enticed so many people to come over and to leave with an armload of his books. I wondered if he was offering free books, or if someone like George had paid for books for all these people. Instead, all he said was, “Can I tell you about my books?” and then he went into a description of the books he had for sale. Curious no longer, I went back to the bench and watched him operate. Person after person left his tent with three to six books, signed by the author. It was at that point I told Lou that we should skip the first two booths. For one thing, neither of us needed any hair bows. And for another, if no one else could resist Callahan’s salesmanship, I doubted if I could, either. I couldn’t believe his voice, quiet, not boisterous. I wondered if maybe he was able to hypnotize these people into buying those books. After all, hypnotists don’t shout.
I was still thinking about him when Jennifer and Thelma Lou walked up. We talked for a few minutes, agreed that Lou and I would take all of the purchases to the car, and that the four of us would visit Booths 46-60 before taking a break for lunch.








 
Chapter Nine
 
 
The trek to the car and back made me smile. No, I wasn’t happy that I had to walk instead of ride on a Hoveround, but I knew that in the olden days walking preceded Wiiing for shedding a few pounds. I was shedding the old-fashioned way.
We returned, and it didn’t take Lou and me long to catch up with the girls. Jennifer and Thelma Lou had stopped in a colorful booth. As I neared the booth, I looked up to see what all of that colorfulness was. The sign said, Nell Demaree, Fobs, Purses, and Books. The books were being sold by some old guy seated at a table, and from the looks of things, he hadn’t done much else with his time except write. He had more different titles than the other two authors we had encountered. If the woman taking the money was Nell Demaree, and Nell Demaree was his wife, he didn’t waste all of his words on his books. At some point he must have fed that good-looking woman a line to get her to marry him. Of course, he probably looked better when he was younger.
Jennifer had learned that Nell was known as the Fob Queen, because at over four hundred choices she offered more fob possibilities than any of the other women who made fobs. Jennifer was right. I saw fobs for schools, animals of every kind, cartoon characters, fobs with every letter of the alphabet, fobs that looked feminine, and fobs that looked masculine. And Jennifer told me that sometimes a fob behind another was a different design because there was only so much room in one booth. She was so busy showing me all the fobs she was buying for every person she had ever met that I didn’t see what dangled at the end of her other arm, until she sat the two bags down. Then, I saw the bags, noticed their bright blue color, and realized that Jennifer too had succumbed to the charm of author Tim Callahan. From the looks of the two bags at Jennifer’s feet, Callahan might soon be out of books. I wondered if one event was enough to catapult someone onto the New York Times bestseller list. I turned to the author seated behind me, who had just finished signing a couple of books for someone, and glanced at his titles. I saw no reason Callahan should have all the book sales that day, so I turned back to the author, glanced down at his T-shirt, and laughed. It said, “Careful…or you’ll end up in my novel.” Any author who would wear a shirt like that deserved more sales, so I purchased three of his titles for my collection. Lou did likewise. While the author signed books for me, Jennifer continued to deprive his wife of her merchandise. A couple minutes later, I clutched a purple bag containing two stand-alone mysteries, A Gated Community and Photo Finish, and, Lexington & Me, the story of the author’s life growing up in Lexington in the 1950s and 1960s and what the town was like back then. Lou followed me, told the author “I’ll have what he’s having,” and soon he too had a purple bag with three books. The more I looked at the author, the more he reminded me of someone. At first I wasn’t sure, but then I thought, maybe it’s me, or Lou. But he was a lot older than I, and not nearly as handsome. But then, Lou wasn’t as handsome and charming as I was. Maybe that was it. Maybe I thought he looked something like Lou. They looked to be about the same size, but it was hard to tell with the author seated. I wondered if the author Wiied. I continued to stand there, daydreaming, until a woman tapped me on the shoulder and said, “Excuse me.” Evidently I wasn’t the only one willing to purchase some of the author’s books. Not wanting to return to the car so soon and figuring that Lou wouldn’t volunteer to go on his own, the two of us bid the two girls adieu and trudged off ahead of them.
I motioned for Lou to step out into the middle, away from the crowds descending upon each booth.
“Does that guy remind you of someone, Lou?”
“What guy you talking about? In case you haven’t noticed, there are tons of guys here.”
“I haven’t noticed. I’ve only noticed the women.”
“I’ll tell Jennifer.”
“That was the woman I noticed.”
“Evidently you noticed some guy, too. What guy?”
“That author.”
“It’s funny you should ask. I was thinking he looked something like you. Of course, he’s a year or two older.”
“A year or two. More like ten to fifteen. And I thought he reminded me of you.”
“That’s funny.  I didn’t think of him as handsome.”
“I don’t either.”
“I beg your pardon. Hold on. I’ll call Thelma Lou over, so we can have a second opinion.”
I looked up and noticed that Jennifer had grabbed all the fobs she could carry or drag away, and had turned to look at the purses. I figured that sometime within the next hour she might walk out of that booth, and we needed to get a move on in order to stay ahead of the girls.
A couple of booths later, we ran into another vendor selling jewelry. The sign said Sandy (Zera) Hensley and, according to the card tacked above her booth, she and her husband lived in Shelbyville, Kentucky. She too had fine jewelry, but not a carbon copy of what Lou and I saw at the other booth. The two of us talked to her husband, Robert, and explained that we were looking for something for our girlfriends. He refrained from asking us if we planned to get our wives something, too.
We continued down the row, looking at crafters who made wreaths, pottery, wind chimes, soaps, and more wood-crafted items, until we came to our fourth author, Russell Vassallo, from Liberty, Kentucky. His wife, Virginia, was with him, and she had knitted shawls and scarves. I was impressed with the vibrant colors of her creations, and selected a scarf for Jennifer that went with her hair color and brought out the color in her eyes. Vassallo talked about his books, which were written on a variety of subjects, and Lou and I were fascinated by a book he wrote about the Mafia. The author told us he grew up around the Mafia in New Jersey, actually knew guys who belonged to the Mafia. While Lou and I usually read only mysteries, both of us were fascinated by his book about the Mafia. Both Lou and I purchased one of his Mafia books. If we liked it, he had another book that seemed interesting to me. I would get it next time, provided Jennifer and Thelma Lou hauled us back to the art and craft fair next year.
As we were leaving the fourth author’s booth, I glanced over at the next booth and did a double take. Most of the vendors I’d seen were crusty veterans. The petite blonde in the next booth looked like someone’s babysitter. I wondered if she was babysitting someone’s booth. Then, I noticed her name, Amy Casey, and saw that she was from Stanton, Kentucky. Amy sounded like a young person’s name. I was curious, so I asked her if she was Amy. Her voice and her smile matched her looks. Any guy between sixteen and twenty-five would either hang out in Amy’s booth, or go home and dream about her. Showing no tact I asked her her age and found out that she was twenty, and engaged to be married. Evidently one guy hung out in her booth more than the others. I was tempted to buy a hair bow, just because she was so sweet, but refrained, and walked off after wishing her good luck. While she was younger, she reminded me of Heather Ambrose.
A couple of booths down I saw a woman who had two of my weaknesses, murder mysteries and honey. Abigail Keam, Lexington, Kentucky. The woman reminded me of the fairy godmother in Cinderella. The mysteries were a series about a beekeeper. I paid for some honey and a mystery. Lou did likewise. As we were leaving her booth, I noticed that she was distracted. I followed her eyes and saw her looking at another vendor of honey across the way. She looked competitive, as if she wanted to make sure she sold more honey than the man did. I decided to try some of his honey too, but I didn’t walk directly over to his booth. I remembered she wrote murder mysteries, and forgot for a minute that I was a cop. I waited until she got another customer, then walked over and purchased some honey from Nick Nickels, also from Lexington. He looked so contented as he sat there, much like a grandfather enjoying his grandchildren.
There was only one row of thirty vendors left, and even if Lou and I didn’t run into any more authors on that stretch we felt we still had enough books to read for a while. If it turned out we were wrong, we could always go back to the Scene of the Crime, although the books we buy there are not autographed. We ended the second of three rows of crafters by checking out some hand-made furniture that took up three spaces. One booth housed items made out of cedar, another walnut, and a third, cherry. I saw some nice things I would have loved to have purchased, but there wasn’t room in Lou’s car, and loading down Lightning was out of the question. Maybe I could find George and lift his credit card, and I could pay extra to have the furniture delivered.
Jennifer and Thelma Lou came sauntering toward us as if neither had a care in the world. Books, fobs, a couple of purses, and who knows what else provided Jennifer with ballast, but I’m not sure if it stabilized her or she was just gutting it out with a smile on her face. I smiled back as I gazed upon her finely proportioned body with no excess weight, but I groaned as I envisioned a second trip to Lou’s car and looked around to see if I spotted a U-Haul for hire. I saw none, and began to wonder if I could find someone to take our purchases. Jennifer was not among the people I considered paying to make the trip. I looked around to see if I could find George. He owed me one. I didn’t see him. I was sure I could find someone to take our purchases, but if I did, I would have to show them my badge and take their picture, otherwise our purchases might end up somewhere other than in Lou’s car. I could see the girls were tired and needed a break from all their shopping, even if neither of them had a clue that they were tired, so I patted the bench next to me and Jennifer crumbled onto it.
“What happened to ‘tell me what you want me to buy you?’” I asked.
“Well, Cy, you bought some things, too.”
“But not as much as you. What say you and Thelma Lou rest your weary bones while Lou and I find a camel driver to take these to Lou’s car? Then, we can enjoy some lunch before tackling this last row of thirty booths. That is, unless you’re ready to leave.”
The look she gave me told me that I was off to find the camel driver. No woman would ever leave a craft fair when there were other booths to conquer. She wouldn’t be able to sleep at night wondering whether or not she had passed up a bargain.
“Say, Cy, I’ve got a question. Did that guy remind you of anyone? The author, I mean. The one with the woman who had all the fobs.”
“Now that you mention it, Jennifer, I thought he looked a little like Lou.”
“Lou. I was thinking he looked like you a little bit. Didn’t you notice how handsome he was? About your age, too, I’d guess. Anyway, he’s definitely better looking than Lou.”
I checked to make sure Lou didn’t hear what she said, then replied to her comment.
“I can’t see any resemblance to myself, and I certainly wouldn’t call him handsome, but I thought his daughter looked pretty good.”
“Cy, you know that was his wife.”
“Doesn’t surprise me. There are a lot of guys robbing the cradle these days.”
“Yeah, and I’m glad you did.”
 
+++
 
Lou’s car groaned when we lightened our load. Lou locked it and we turned away to return to the women in our lives, while at the same time thanking God that Hilldale had only one such event a year. My body and checking account couldn’t stand it if it were a weekly event. I wondered if I would have already keeled over if I’d tried this before I began my exercise regimen. I dismissed that thought and focused on lunch.
Luckily, the food vendors were on the same end of the park where we had rested our carcasses, so we sat down with the girls and all of us turned to check out our lunch possibilities, and they were many. While most women think they need to peruse all of the craft vendors, most women don’t think they need to check out each food vendor and all of their culinary possibilities. That’s most women. Jennifer and Thelma Lou, on the other hand, wanted to read the small print on the menu boards, so they went off to check out the lunch possibilities, and returned in a few minutes to share their discoveries with Lou and me. We made a decision and the girls commandeered a picnic table while Lou and I headed off to find lunch. While we had eaten a large breakfast, sixty craft vendors and two trips back to Lou’s car have a way of making middle-aged men hungry. Middle-aged women, too, although I would never call Jennifer middle-aged to her face. Besides, Jennifer was right. She is a few years my junior. I ended up eating more food than I would have eaten if I had been resting at home devouring a murder mystery. I enjoyed a Gyro, and split a large container of thick-cut fries with the others. I wasn’t sure what the girls liked to dip their fries in, so I returned with cups of ketchup, cheese sauce, and gravy. The gravy was for me. For one day at least, I was reverting to the old Cy. I had no idea what Jennifer normally ate when she attended an event such as this, but on that day, after all of her perusing, she had me bring her back a cheeseburger.








 
Chapter Ten
 
 
After eating our lunch and giving it time to head off on its journey, we pushed ourselves to our feet and ambled off to check off the last thirty booths. Since it was well past noon by this point and an afternoon nap sounded better with each additional step, we decided to take in the last thirty booths without waiting on a bench after the first fifteen for the girls to catch up. We’d passed only a couple of booths when I ran into another exhibitor who sold one of my two weaknesses. This time it was another photographer, Roger Ballard from Versailles, Kentucky, not an author. Lou and I stopped to look over his handiwork, and I left with two of his creations. One was a photograph of two horses. The other was a waterfall. He also had a morning shot taken at Yosemite, the one in California, not the one in Kentucky, and an ocean shot that interested me too, but a policeman has only so many walls on which to hang photographs. I gave the man the rest of my life savings and Lou and I trudged on, anxious to stay ahead of the girls, who were probably buying who knows what.
We continued to look at more of the same things we had already seen that day until we came to something a little different. The sign said, Tom Kincaid, 3-D Wooden Puzzles, Murray, Kentucky.
“Where’s Murray?” I asked.
When he told me, I said, “You’re a long way from home.”
He informed me that the Hilldale show is a good one for him each year, one of five fall shows he does in our neck of the woods. He informed me that he also did shows in Winchester, Danville, Midway, and Berea. When I learned that there were other shows in our part of the state, I cringed, until I learned that each of the other shows had already taken place. I was heartbroken. He told me that it also allowed him to get away from his wife, who was jealous and once she came to a show an hour away looking for him, thinking that he was off with some woman instead of off selling his wares. I laughed when he said that. He said the twelve shows he does each year allows him the only peace he gets, since he and his wife didn’t have any children and she was always complaining about something. At shows, he was respected. At home, he was not.
The conversation turned from his married life to his creative talent, and my mouth actually flew open as I looked closely at his work and he explained it to us. He had wooden puzzles of every kind. Some small and inexpensive, something a child could tackle. Others large and complex, puzzles that could frustrate even someone like Lou, who has loved putting together jigsaw puzzles since he was a kid.
“See, each piece locks into the pieces next to it, regardless of how many pieces the puzzle contains, or the shape of the puzzle.”
He picked up one of his creations and shook it to show us that it wouldn’t come apart. I couldn’t believe that some of his puzzles were spherical while others were pyramids or cubes. All of the puzzles were already put together, and I was amazed that none of them, regardless of shape, fell apart when he shook then, or even when they sat displayed on a table.
“Look at this.”
He removed a piece from one of the puzzles. All the other pieces remained intact.
“Some of the small square puzzles have only ten or twelve pieces. Some of these big ones have hundreds of pieces. While there is definitely a difference between the degree of difficulty in putting together one of my small puzzles to completing one of my larger more complex puzzles, I did build in a cheating mechanism, so to speak. See, here, each puzzle piece has a number on it, on the inside, where you can’t see it when the puzzle is put together. All of the inside pieces are numbered on two sides. Some people don’t look at the numbers, because they want solving it, so to speak, to be as complicated as possible. Others are more easily frustrated, and while you can’t know exactly where Piece 10 goes, you know that somewhere it connects both to Piece 9 and Piece 11. And of course no two pieces are the same.”
Lou and I talked for a few minutes until we saw The Shopping Network closing in on us. There is no way that two men should shop slowly enough that two experienced, shopping women should catch up with them, so we needed to move on. But Lou and I were so impressed that both of us bought a puzzle to take home and play with, when our work wasn’t frustrating us enough. My selection was a replica of the Empire State Building. It stood approximately four feet tall and Kincaid told me it was one of his best sellers. I knew I had good taste. Lou opted for a puzzle that seemed even harder to me. His was a globe, which Kincaid told us was ten-and-a-half inches in diameter, and had a lot of inside pieces.
 
+++
 
A few minutes later, with the Empire State Building standing at my feet and obstructing my view, Lou and I plopped down on a bench, each of us waiting for the love of his life. I looked around for someone to give me a sticker that read, “I Survived the Hilldale Art & Craft Fair,” but I couldn’t find any such person. I wondered if I had enough strength to make it back to the car, and then I remembered that I’d promised Jennifer I would buy her something. That is if there was still something out there that she hadn’t already purchased for herself.
As Lou and I sat there a little girl walked up to us and pointed to my puzzle.
“What’s that?”
“It’s a puzzle.”
She laughed. “What is it really?”
“It’s a 3-D puzzle.”
“It looks like a statue that you broke and tried to put back together.”
I decided it was time for me to gain the upper hand.
“What’s your name?”
“Kotty Dree.”
“That’s an unusual name.”
“It’s really not my name, but I couldn’t say my real name when I was little, and I pronounced my name Kotty Dree.”
The girl looked like she was three or four years old. I wondered how old she was when she was little. The pretty little girl with long, pretty, curly hair continued.
“I’m not supposed to talk to strangers, but since my mommy is standing there looking at you and will hit you over the head if you try to grab me, I guess it’s okay to talk to you.”
“Actually, I’m policeman. It’s okay to talk to a policeman.”
“My mommy says it’s not nice to lie.”
“Did you lie?”
“No, you did. You said you’re a policeman. You don’t even got a uniform.”
“That’s because I’m a special policeman.”
“Oh, that splains it."
“It does.”
“Yeah, my friend has a sister who’s in a special class at school. My mommy said that’s for people who can’t do the real work. Is he a special policeman, too?”
The little girl pointed at Lou, who was doing his best to hide his grin.
“He’s even more special than I am.”
“He looks it. Can he talk?”
“Not so anyone can understand him.”
The little girl walked over and patted Lou on the knee. “Poor special policeman.” The little girl turned and noticed that her mother was ready to leave, something I had been praying would happen for the last minute or so. “Well, I gotta go now. And I hope someone can fix your broken statue.”
Lou and I were about to discuss which of us was the most special when I noticed the girls we came with were heading toward us. They looked invigorated as they marched toward us. Jennifer had only a couple of new trinkets, but Thelma Lou arrived carrying a large pyramid puzzle she had purchased for Lou. I hated to get ahead of him on our reading list, so maybe when he was working on his second puzzle Jennifer and I could be locking lips. Of course, since Lou was more skilled in constructing puzzles than I was, I figured he might be able to put together both of his puzzles and still come over and help me finish the top twenty floors of my skyscraper.
I am a man of my word, so I turned to Jennifer and asked, “Well, what did you see that you want me to buy for you?”
She gave me the standard, “You don’t have to buy me anything, Cy,” before giving me an answer I would have dreaded to hear before I’d arrived, but welcomed at that moment.
“Why don’t we go home and think about it and come back tomorrow for a while after church?”
 
+++
 
I don’t know if Jennifer and Thelma Lou were more tired than they let on or if they felt sorry for Lou and me, but they suggested that Lou and I go home and take naps and come back to pick them up at 6:00. Going home was a little more difficult than it sounded. I was thankful that Lou’s trunk was empty except for a hidden spare tire and an emergency kit when we arrived at the art and craft fair, because it was full when we rode home. Besides that, both Jennifer and I had to hold some of our purchases on the way home, and there were more purchases at Thelma Lou’s feet. It took only a few minutes to get to Thelma Lou’s house, where Lou and I got out and helped the girls carry their purchases into the house. Because there were four of us, it took only one trip each to accomplish this. The pyramid puzzle that Thelma Lou bought for Lou never made it to her house. She figured there was no need for that. I didn’t bother to fish out the scarf I bought for Jennifer. I would give it to her when we returned in a couple of hours. Since my purchases and Lou’s were almost the same, all that mattered when we got to my house was that I got one of everything except for the puzzles. While I did take one of the puzzles, I made sure that I picked up the one that I had bought. I considered trying to put a few pieces together to see if it frustrated me. If I liked it, I could purchase another puzzle the next day. Then, thoughts of a nap pushed working a puzzle out of my mind. I figured if I was that fascinated by those puzzles I could borrow Lou’s two when he wasn’t working them, and I could loan him the one I bought. Lou helped me carry everything I’d bought into the house, but because things had changed next-door we were not accosted by my neighbor or her ball of fur. Even if she had rushed me, at least on one trip I had my Empire State Building to use as a battering ram. Its maker had told me that it would hold together under fire. Well, maybe not fire, but under attack. I merely hoped that I would not have to find that out.








 
Chapter Eleven
 
 
The number of drive-in theaters across the country is dwindling each year, and although there is still a drive-in theater within a reasonable driving distance of most people in Kentucky, most of them close after Labor Day weekend or sometime close to that. While the drive-in closest to us no longer stays open year around the way it used to during the heyday of drive-ins, it does stay open until mid-November, which is important if you want to go to the drive-in on an early October night. Also, every other weekend’s fare is made up of old movies, and this was the classic movie weekend. The drive-in decided to devote both October classic movie weekends to something that might get people in the mood for Halloween. On this the first of those two weekends, they were showing a couple of William Castle directed features, House on Haunted Hill and Homicidal, and even though both features were approximately fifty years old, both movies were designed to make you hold your date a little closer. I had no problem with that.
On the way home from the art and craft fair I’d noticed that Jennifer did indeed wear jewelry, and I thought of that again when Lou and I arrived and I noticed that she was no longer wearing any. I chalked that up to the fact that a necklace or earrings could easily catch on my shirt during a Kodak moment at the drive-in, and smiled. But thinking of it did remind me to ask Jennifer to take a list to the drive-in of possible gifts I could buy her the next day when we returned to the downtown event.
 
+++
 
It gets darker earlier in October than it does in June, even though it is still Daylight Savings Time, and Lou and I were serious about getting a spot near the back of the drive-in. We also wanted to be close to the concession stand, because after taking a vote, it was unanimous that we continue to eat something our doctors would not recommend, but only on that weekend, and another weekend in the distant future. There were only a handful of cars when we arrived at the drive-in, and most of those had chosen to park near the front and the playground equipment or close to the concession stand. Only one other car had parked on the back row, and Lou pulled into a spot near the middle of that row. We got out of the car to check out what the concession stand had to offer, as if we were expecting something new, or anticipated listening to someone tell us about the chef’s specials. One look behind me told me that we wouldn’t be all that alone. While October temperatures can fluctuate, this particular night was comfortable, but that probably didn’t matter to the two boys hiding out in the trees behind the drive-in, waiting to see a couple of scary movies for free. I wondered how many other freeloaders would arrive to watch the movies under cover of those trees. I also wondered if a drive-in employee would walk the grounds to discourage this practice.
We stalked off to claim our grubstake, or was it merely our grub? A few minutes later, the four of us returned, all of us loaded down with hot dogs, potato chips, popcorn, pizza, soft drinks, and candy bars. After we polished off all of that, we’d consider a return trip to pick up some ice cream bars. I had a feeling that my Wii wouldn’t recognize me on Monday morning. I knew it would shout at me and call me obese, but I was used to that. I wondered if some day I could lose enough weight that it would merely call me fat, or overweight.
While we ate, Jennifer used her index finger to remove a dab of mustard from the edge of my mouth and reposition it on the tip of my nose. Immediately, I leaned forward to rub noses with her, and she laughed. I took advantage of the situation and gently pressed my lips to hers. I concluded that going to the drive-in with her exceeded any previous drive-in memories with Lou. Lou and I never put our lips together, and the last time we shared the back seat at the drive-in was when either his parents or my parents took us to the drive-in when we were young.
After the four of us polished off a pepperoni pizza, which followed the hot dogs and chips, we slowed down and settled back, fluffed our pillows, so to speak. Jennifer dipped her hand into the popcorn bag and motioned for me to scoot away from her. Then she tossed a kernel of popcorn at me, which I tried to catch in my mouth. It bounced off my upper lip, and I grabbed it as it bounded off my shirt. I stuffed it in my mouth. It had been quite some time since I had eaten only one kernel of popcorn at a time. I grabbed the popcorn bag from Jennifer, selected one popped kernel and aimed for her open mouth. She snapped at it like a turtle, but was no more successful than I. We continued to take turns until Lou, without turning around, said, “Whoever gets popcorn all over my car has to clean it up.” Some people are just no fun.
After we finished eating and cleaning up, and I had wiped my hands on a napkin and followed that with a wet nap, I reached down to the floorboard in front of the back seat, plucked a bag and handed it to Jennifer. Realizing that it was much too large to hold an engagement ring, she opened it to find the scarf I had bought for her. She wrapped it around my neck and hers, and then reeled me in. This caused Lou to part lips from Thelma Lou long enough to say, “No P.D.A.” as he pointed at the contingent of boys who were a mere thirty feet or so away from us, and were watching the show that preceded the movie. That was okay. It would be dark soon. I received a short wish list from Jennifer which contained a few inexpensive items she might like, but I was negligent when she requested a similar list from me. She asked me what I’d bought for myself that day, and after taking a moment to backtrack down three aisles of booths, I told about the books, the photographs, and the puzzle I’d purchased. My list was followed by a comment of “Men” from her, which she followed up by saying, “I think you bought more than I did.” I remembered each trip to Lou’s car to deliver each row of purchases, and responded by saying, “No, Dear, I think your stuff weighed three more pounds than mine.”
 
+++
 
Darkness arrived, and after a dissertation from the movie screen on all the delicacies that the concession stand had to offer, and previews of movies to come during the rest of the month, House on Haunted Hill burst upon the screen, complete with an introduction from William Castle, who was trying to imitate Alfred Hitchcock, minus his distinctive voice. House on Haunted Hill starred one of the best actors at being campy, Vincent Price, whose character paid people $50,000 to spend a night in a house where murders had taken place. The movie had all the elements of a classic haunted house tale, but never took itself too seriously. Homicidal was Castle’s tribute to Alfred Hitchcock’s Psycho, only it contained more than one disturbed person. I found one elderly woman to be quite a hoot with all of her knocking. Well, she couldn’t talk, and she had to express her opinions some way.
While both movies were campy, the four of us found them quite entertaining, and ended up watching the movies a lot more than we had expected. And Lou and I dashed back to the concession stand between movies to pick up four ice cream bars. And yes, Jennifer and I did take care of any stray ice cream that might have taken up residence on each other’s mouths. At least it was dark enough that we were no longer being spied on by any little boys who thought our practice gross. Who knows? Maybe those boys were scared away by some of the movie’s content, or their parents had found out where they were. But then, their parents could have been there, too, twelve trees down, or in a steamed up car.
Both movies were short by today’s standards. Short compared to some of the movies back then, too. That allowed us to exit the drive-in the same day we entered it, which isn’t always the case. When Homicidal ended in time for us to get Cinderella home before her coach turned into a pumpkin, we joined in the procession of headlights beating a hasty retreat from the drive-in. No one had fallen asleep. At least no one in Lou’s car. And so we talked all the way home about the two movies and the fun time we had had that day. Morning would arrive far too soon, and church not long after that. As I looked ahead to Sunday, I anticipated a shorter version of Saturday’s jaunt through the art and craft fair, stopping only at the booths that fascinated us and only long enough to purchase a few items and take in the festivities. If I had time before church, I planned to put together a few of the pieces of my Empire State Building puzzle to see if I wanted to purchase a second puzzle on Sunday, or if I would borrow Lou’s if one puzzle wasn’t enough to frustrate me.
As I thought ahead to Sunday, I figured that by mid-afternoon we would leave Hilldale City Park and go to Thelma Lou’s and hang out for a while. Thelma Lou had already offered to cook for all of us on Sunday night. Jennifer wasn’t leaving to go home until Monday morning. I figured the two of us would have a more leisurely time together on Sunday. I figured wrong.







Chapter Twelve
 
 
The look on Lou’s face when he picked me up for church on Sunday morning told me that he had either gotten frustrated trying to put his 3-D puzzle together or that something was wrong with Jennifer or Thelma Lou.
“What’s wrong?” 
“Cy, I got a message.”
I had known Lou long enough to know that he hadn’t gotten a text or an e-mail, or that Thelma Lou had told him that she didn’t want to date him anymore. When Lou said he got a message, it meant that a thought had entered his mind, and not just any thought. Each time he had gotten one of those thoughts someone had been murdered. When this happened he continued to receive a thought for the day until we were able to solve the murder. The thoughts were so accurate and helpful that I told Lou they were his messages from God.
I wondered what time today Lou and I would receive a page from the department telling us that date time was over. Maybe Jennifer and I weren’t going to spend the day together after all. As I thought of this, my look began to resemble the one on Lou’s face.
“What was the message?”
“Baubles, bangles, and beads.”
“Isn’t that the name of an old song?”
“It is. And I was sure you’d ask me that, so I Googled it. It was from the movie Kismet.”
“Don’t think I saw that movie. So, what does it mean?”
Lou gave me the same look he always gave me when I asked him that question. Lou had told me many times that if the messages as I called them were from God, that God didn’t give him the gift of interpreting that message.”
“Cy, did you by any chance receive any unexpected presents this morning?”
“None that I’m aware of. You think that Jennifer’s been by here?”
“No. Cy. We’ve got a couple of minutes to spare. Let’s take a look out back, or in your back door.”
“You think the body might be there?”
“Let’s just look, Cy.”
I decided to play along with Lou’s game. I hoisted myself up out of Lou’s car and ambled down my driveway to the backyard, a puzzled look on my face. No sooner had I rounded the corner of the house than I realized that someone had been at work. There, for all the world to see, sat a sandbox. And not just a sandbox, but a sandbox full of sand, and with a pail and shovel, for those times when I wanted to sit and play in the sand. I stood there, smiling to myself, contemplating some of the ways I would get even with George. Realizing that church wouldn’t wait for me, I turned and headed back to Lou’s car, ready to compare sandboxes, pails, and shovels. My pail was blue, my shovel red. I wondered what color Lou’s was.
I got back in the car and looked at my partner in crime solving.
“So, Lou, what color was yours?”
“What color was my what?”
“Pail and shovel. I assume you received a sandbox, too.”
“No, Cy, I guess George took into consideration that I live in an apartment building, so I merely opened my front door this morning to find a container of Legos and some Tinker Toys.”
“Oh, Lou, we must get together and play sometime.”
“I’m all for that. Let’s play Houdini, and we’ll let George be Houdini first. Got any extra handcuffs?”
“Sure do, but I had planned to use them on Jennifer.”
“Cy, you don’t need handcuffs for her. She’ll come willingly. George, on the other hand, might be a different matter. We might need to Taser him first.”
“How about if we just hit him over the head?”
“As long as it’s not too hard, just hard enough to daze him while we cuff him.”         
“Sounds good to me. Let’s cuff him, bury him in sand, and give him a breathing tube.”
We sat there for a couple of minutes thinking about our new toys, until we realized that if we didn’t leave soon we would be late for church. As Lou backed his car out of my driveway, my thoughts returned to the message Lou received. All the way to church I hoped that I didn’t receive a page during the sermon. Even with all the murder cases Lou and I have worked on, we’ve never gotten paged during the pastor’s sermon, but there is always a first time for everything. As it turned out, we received no page during the pastor’s sermon. I still hadn’t received a call from someone at the department by the time we picked the girls up to go back to the art and craft fair. All the way to Thelma Lou’s house I debated on whether or not to let them know that our date might end prematurely. I decided not to tread upon that moment until it arrived.
 
+++
 
We arrived at Thelma Lou’s and found out the girls had fixed a picnic basket lunch for the four of us. Since everything inside was to be consumed in one manner or another, there would be nothing to bring back, except the basket. Depending on what purchases we made, the basket might be able to hold whatever we bought. If so, it meant that all of us would purchase less than we purchased the day before. I didn’t see any photographs that would fit in the picnic basket, and most of the puzzles would stretch its limit. Now, I could get a book or two, in case some new author dropped by or Tim Callahan cornered Jennifer again, and a basket could hold a boatload of jewelry. A basket full of jewelry would cost a boatload, too.
Lou managed to find a parking place a little closer to the park on Sunday than he did on Saturday. I doubted if we would purchase as much as we did the previous day, but it was good not to have to walk quite so far, even if we left empty-handed.
It seemed like others had the same idea the girls had, because I noticed a man with a wife and kids, and he too was carrying a picnic basket. When we got to the park, I spotted two others with picnic baskets and a couple of coolers.
Jennifer carried a tote, which I found out carried a tablecloth to spread out over the picnic table, paper plates, and plastic eating utensils. The girls started unloading our basket and Lou and I started smacking our lips. We ate and talked. Jennifer had written down the numbers of the booths she wanted to visit again. I considered stopping by the puzzle man’s booth again, but I would play it by ear.








 
Chapter Thirteen
 
 
I watched the crowd, which was slower to arrive than the Saturday crowd. I expected that many people went to church before coming, and some of them might have gone home to eat, or were planning to eat elsewhere. There was a smattering of people, but not a large crowd checking out the booths. Saturday, I’d heard someone say that Sunday attendance is usually only around two-thirds as many as attend on Saturday. I wondered how many of them were repeat offenders. When any town other than a large city has a special event once a year and not much else the rest of the year, many people make sure they take in as much of that event as possible. I expected that many of the people who were there on Saturday would return to take in Sunday’s festivities, whether they spent any more money or not. I suspected that some people who attend town festivals don’t spend money on anything except food. And then there would be those who looked on Saturday and came back on Sunday to buy.
Finally, we finished eating and threw away our trash and it was time to be on our way. Jennifer and I headed off to Lisa Kingsley and Bonnie Crouch’s jewelry booth, which was the lowest number of any of the booths Jennifer wanted to visit. We looked over their selections and Jennifer asked me what I thought. Naturally, I said, “Whatever you like. It’s for you.” She picked out three items and asked me to pick one. I picked up all three and paid for them. The total cost of all three was less than one hundred dollars, so it wasn’t like I was going to have to mortgage the house in order to buy them for her. As soon as we left the booth, Jennifer turned to me and said, “That’s all, Cy.”
I replied with, “What do you mean, ‘that’s all?’ You’ve marked down four other booths that you wanted to go back to.”
“We can still do that, Cy, but if we do, I’m paying for mine. And you still haven’t told me what I can get you.”
“I’m a man of few interests. The only things I saw that I liked were books by those authors who are here, those 3-D wood puzzles that guy makes, and photographs from some of the photographers who are here, and I’ve already bought something from all of them.”
“Thelma Lou bought Lou a puzzle. Maybe I can buy you a second puzzle, for you to do after you work the one you bought yesterday. If not, I want you to point out a photograph you might have missed yesterday, that you think would look good in your house.”
I refrained from telling her that I saw one titled Babes in Bikinis that I thought was interesting. I thought of letting Jennifer buy me a little something, but I didn’t want to wear it home.
None of the other booths Jennifer had marked down were on the first row. Upon insistence from Jennifer, I meticulously scanned each booth to make sure they had nothing I wanted. I looked back and noticed Lou and Thelma Lou a fair distance behind us, so I motioned to them that we were off to the second row of booths. We were moving at a much faster pace than we had the previous day. More of a Cy pace than a Jennifer pace. I was more used to the Cy pace.
Jennifer made me stop at each booth with photographs. I weighed each photograph I saw against having another puzzle. I would wait until I’d looked at everything before I decided. I didn’t expect any new authors to pop up on Sunday, nor did I expect any of Saturday’s authors to come out with a new book before Sunday.
All four of the booths Jennifer had written down came before the puzzle guy, so we visited all of them, made a couple more purchases that she wouldn’t let me pay for, and trotted off to find the puzzle guy.
We made it to the last row and I glanced to the left and saw the author who was with the Fob Queen. He had changed shirts. This time he had on a shirt that said something about UK and eight national championships. It seemed like I’d read something about that. Maybe it made the newspaper. I forgot all about him and any national championships, and remembered why I was there. I wanted to find the puzzle guy, so Jennifer could be pleased that she bought something for me, too.
I remembered he was located on the last row, and I darted off to where I thought he was. I scanned the last row of booths and didn’t see him. Then, I noticed that one tent was still zipped and not open for business, and that the tent that had been next to it the previous day was no longer there. I walked up to a woman whose tent was next to the unoccupied one and inquired if she knew where the puzzle guy was.
“That’s his tent right next to mine. And the guy next to him on the other side left last night. I don’t think I did anything to offend either of them.”
“So, he hasn’t been here all day?”
“Which one?”
“The puzzle guy.”
“No, he’s staying at the same motel where I’m staying and I noticed when I left this morning that his truck and trailer were still there. That’s unusual, because I’ve done other shows where he is and he’s usually one of the first vendors to open up.”
“Weren’t you supposed to open at 11:00 today?”
“We were. I got here around 10:30, unzipped my tent and got everything ready. Sunday is usually a late-arriving crowd. Most people don’t start coming until noon or after, so some vendors don’t always get here early, but Tom usually does. And I don’t know what happened to that other guy. He was packing up Saturday when I left. Most vendors leave their tents up Saturday night unless the weather is supposed to be bad, but I figured he might be one of those few who takes down his tent and puts it back up the next day. I don’t really know him. As far as I know, we’ve never done a show together. I know that he and Tom got into it yesterday morning. He accused Tom of knocking some of his stuff off one of his tables when Tom was setting up Friday night. See, even though things don’t start until Saturday, most vendors set up their tents Friday night, and some of them even set up their displays. This guy had come and set up and left before Tom set up. Of course, Tom has a long drive. I think around five hours or more, so he’s one of the last to set up.”
“Do you have any idea if anyone else here might know where he is, or why the other guy left?”
“I don’t know anything about the other guy, but I talked to Lois this morning when we got here. That’s Lois over there,” she said as she pointed to a tent across the way and up a couple of spots. “She’s the one who originally told Tom about this show. She’s from western Kentucky too, so she and Tom do a lot of shows together. Lois was surprised too, commented that she thought Tom was the one who woke all the birds up on show days.”
I thanked the woman for her help and turned away. I looked for Lou and Thelma Lou, spotted them just coming into the third row of booths. Evidently, they weren’t through. I’d wait until they finished, then see if the others were ready to leave or wanted to hang around a while. I conferred with Jennifer.
“Cy, the guy has to come back sometime and pack up, even if he’s sick. Why don’t you find out the motel where he’s staying and call him?” 
“I’ve already got one of his puzzles.”
“I know, but I want to buy you something.”
I thought about telling her that she could buy me a bikini in her size and wear it for me, but I refrained. I wasn’t sure if she would smile, kiss me, or hit me, and I didn’t want her to do two of those three in a crowded park. I didn’t want her to do one of them in an uncrowded park.
I looked at my watch. It was almost 3:00. The show would be ending in another hour. Surely the puzzle man would be back soon. I turned back to the woman I’d talked to, but she had a couple of customers in her booth. We weren’t in a hurry. Lou and Thelma Lou were still enjoying themselves. I waited until the woman’s booth was empty, then stepped over and asked her the name of the motel. It was one I was familiar with, one that was almost as close to the park as the space where Lou parked yesterday. I borrowed Jennifer’s phone, located the number, and placed a call. I asked for Tom Kincaid’s room. No one answered. I called back and asked when he was scheduled to check out and was told he was paid until the next morning. I told them I thought something might be wrong with him and asked if someone could go check his room, but was told that since it was Sunday and the maids had already gone for the day and there was no one else to watch the desk and answer the phone, no one was available to do that for me.
I wondered if he was sick, or worse, if he might have had a heart attack. I walked back over to the woman who had helped me and asked her if Kincaid had ever been sick at a show, and if so, had anyone else watched his space. She said she and Tom didn’t usually set up next to each other, but as far as she knew, he had always been at his tent, and had done his own unloading when he arrived and loaded his truck and trailer when he left. She said every show where she’d seen him he was alone. Puzzled, I returned to Jennifer, told her what the woman had told me.
I walked around his tent, checking to see if it had been ripped. It looked fine to me. I thought maybe if he had sold out, or almost sold out of merchandise, and his tent had been damaged in some way during the night, he might have gone home and abandoned his tent. I contemplated what to do.
“Cy, you’re a policeman. Why don’t you unzip his tent, see if his merchandise is still there?”
I looked at my watch. It was 3:22. Should I wait a few more minutes to see if he returned or check out his tent. Lou and Thelma Lou were still looking at merchandise. I decided to wait a few more minutes, at least until they joined us.
Jennifer and I walked over to an unoccupied bench and took a seat. Lou walked over to see if we were in a hurry. I looked at Jennifer. She shook her head “no.” Before Lou rejoined Thelma Lou I told him about the puzzle guy. Lou too thought it was strange that he hadn’t opened for business.
At 3:46, Lou and Thelma Lou seemed to have revisited all the booths they planned to see and walked over to join us. There was still no puzzle guy. I told Thelma Lou to keep Jennifer company and motioned for Lou to come with me, just in case Tom Kincaid showed up while Lou and I were rifling his tent.
We approached Kincaid’s tent. I bent over to unzip it, something that would have been much more difficult for me before I started Wiiing regularly. I unzipped the tent to the top, parted the panels, and stepped inside. Much of Kincaid’s unsold merchandise lay strewn upon the grass. So was Kincaid, with his head bashed in, maybe by one of his own creations. I stood there for a moment surveying the situation, and remembered something that Kincaid had said the day before. There weren’t puzzle pieces strewn here and there. Every puzzle, including those that had taken a fall, had held together. I guess they held up a lot better than Kincaid did, because I was sure that the murderer didn’t take time to put any of the puzzles back together. At any rate, date time was over. It was time to go to work.








 
Chapter Fourteen
 
 
I stuck my hand through the opening in the tent and motioned for Lou to join me inside. He stepped in and checked out the situation. We hovered near the door, neither of us wanting to contaminate a crime scene. More than likely, if there was any evidence outside the tent, it would no longer be helpful to us. I scanned the inside of the tent, looked at the grass and the wooden puzzles to see if I spotted anything that might be construed as evidence. From the look of the back of Kincaid’s head I could tell that someone had walloped him pretty good. I doubted if he fell and hit his head on a table and knocked everything off. Well, he might have, but if he did, the impetus of whatever struck his battered head propelled him toward his resting place. Some of his creations remained on the table. In time, we would check those, too, but Lou and I weren’t about to do anything until after we had alerted Frank Harris, the medical examiner, and he and his crew had arrived and gone over the entire area within the tent.
Lou and I stepped out as if nothing had happened. I rezipped the tent and the two of us walked over to the girls. I asked Thelma Lou if I could borrow her phone and called Frank while Lou quietly explained to the girls what had happened.
“Time to go to work, Frank.”
“Oh, are you finally going back to work, Cy?”
“I’m afraid so, and so are you.”
“Cy, don’t you know that no one’s supposed to bother a medical examiner on the weekend?”
“I know that, but bodies get ripe after a while, and someone forgot to tell the murderer that you and I like weekends off.”
“Weekends off? I thought you were off seven days a week.”
“I am, until someone decides to curtail the population a tad.”
“Okay, Cy. What have you got?”
I explained to Frank about the murder. I gave him exact directions as to the part of the park where Kincaid’s tent stood. I shared with him the particulars about the art and craft show, told him the show was about over, asked him whether he should come on with his team or wait until things cleared out.
“Any idea how long he’s been dead, Cy?”
“That’s supposed to be your field of expertise. Can’t say for sure, but at least five and a half hours. I’d say even more. There’s a good chance it happened last night.”
“And you say he’s inside a tent, the tent is zipped up, and no one knows about it.”
“Well, at least one person knows about it, but my guess is no one but the murderer knows about this.”
“And you don’t think anyone’s been inside the tent all day?”
“No one except Lou and I, and we just barely stepped inside. Soon as I saw the body I scanned the area from where I stood, but I didn’t go any farther, and I didn’t bend over the body and check him out. Looking at his head from where I stood, I’m sure he’s dead.”
“I don’t think a few more minutes will hurt anything, Cy. But I want to do as much as we can before dark, so I won’t waste much time getting there. Just make sure no one enters that tent.”
I ended the call with Frank, returned Thelma Lou’s phone to her, and turned to Lou and let him know it was time to go to work.  We walked back to the woman who occupied the tent next to Kincaid’s. It was time to talk to her some more.
As I approached her tent, I looked at her name for the first time. Joan Arrington, Salt and Pepper Shakers, Danville, Kentucky.
“It’s me again. I assume you are Joan Arrington.”
“In the flesh.”
“And you make salt and pepper shakers?”
“Well, let’s just say I have some help. One of my brothers makes the wooden ones. Another brother makes the ceramic ones. I give them ideas of ones that I think will sell. Plus, I paint or varnish the shakers after my brothers get through with them, so I guess you could say it’s a family project. Neither of my brothers wants to do what I’m doing here, but I love it, as long as I don’t have to do it every weekend.”
“And you do a good job. Is it Miss or Mrs?”
“Mrs. I’m a widow, but you can call me Joan. Most people do.”
“Okay, Joan. And you can call me, Lt. Dekker,” I said as I showed her my I.D. “What I want to ask you now is in an official capacity.”
“Did something happen to Tom?”
“Why do you ask?”
“Well, you were asking about him before, and he hasn’t shown up today.”
“When was the last time you saw him?”
“Last night, as I was closing up to go back to the motel. He helped me put down the sides of my tent. See, the tent is taller than I am. He saw me struggling and offered to help.”
“And you haven’t seen him since that time?”
“No, I saw his truck and trailer this morning at the motel, but I haven’t seen him since I left here last night.”
“Who left first? You, or Tom Kincaid? Or did you leave at the same time?”
“Here last night or the motel this morning? In either case, I left first. While Tom was helping me with my tent, he got a late customer.”
“Man or woman?”
“Man.”
“Anyone you recognized?”
“It was starting to get dark, but I don’t think it was anyone I know. Tom seemed to know him, though.”
“Did they seem to be getting along okay?”
“Yeah, from what little I could gather from their conversation the guy had bought puzzles from Tom before, and came to get another puzzle from him. Tom invited him inside the tent and they continued talking. I could see that he might be tied up for a while, so I left them alone, went on my way.”
“And who else was still here when you left?”
“I’m not sure. I think the guy on the other side of Tom was still here, and there might have been one or two others, but I don’t usually pay attention to stuff like that. I leave when I’m supposed to. There hadn’t been any customers by in ten or fifteen minutes and it was going to be dark soon. I wanted to pick up a pizza, go back to my motel room and enjoy it. And that’s what I did.”
“How close was your room to Kincaid’s?”
“There was one room between us.”
“Did you hear him come back last night?”
“It’s possible I heard his truck. At least someone pulled up and shut a door that sounded like a truck, probably about thirty to forty-five minutes after I got back. It was dark. I didn’t look out to see who it was.”
“Is there anyone you can think of who Tom had problems with, either this weekend or before?”
“What kind of problems?”
“Disagreements. Any kind of problem.”
“Well, I’ve already told you that the guy next to Tom got hot because he thought Tom bumped against one of his tables when Tom was setting up his tent, and knocked off some merchandise. Evidently, the guy had already set up and left, and when he came back yesterday morning he found some of his merchandise on the ground inside of his tent. Tom said he didn’t do it, but I don’t know. I wasn’t here at the time.
“Then later yesterday Tom got into it with a couple of guys. First, there were a couple of boys running around. They weren’t watching where they were going and one of them ran into Tom’s tent and knocked some of his puzzles off the table. Tom grabbed that boy by his shirt collar, yelled at him and scared him. A few minutes later, some man who claimed to be that boy’s father came charging into Tom’s tent, grabbed Tom by the collar and lifted him up out of his chair. Tom knocked the man down. The man got up and charged back into Tom’s tent, knocked Tom back against one of his tables and some more of his puzzles fell off. Didn’t hurt any of them, but Tom was hot. He got the best of the guy again. The second time the guy got up someone who knew him grabbed him and escorted him away. He called Tom a few names when he left, said he would be back.”
“Then, later there was this guy who bought one of Tom’s Empire State Building puzzles yesterday. He brought it back, wanted his money back. Tom asked him what was wrong with it. The guy said, ‘Nothing. I just decided I want to buy something else instead.’ Tom told the guy he should have thought about that before he bought it, and he refused to give the guy his money back. The guy threatened Tom, acted like he was going to hit him with the puzzle. He kept hollering and threatening Tom for a good minute. Finally, he left when Tom threatened to call the cops.
“That’s all I can think of this weekend. Of course there’s Johnny Delmont, the sculptor, who’s said many times that Tom stole the idea of making puzzles from him. He and Tom haven’t gotten along in years.”
“Is Delmont here this weekend?”
“Yeah. I’m not sure where his booth is though.”
“Do you know the name of the guy who was set up next to Kincaid?”
“No, but Maureen Eidorn will. She’s the one in charge of the booths. She might be at the information booth now. If not, they can find her for you.”
“Speaking of the people who run this event, do you know how Kincaid got along with them?”
“As far as I know, fine. I never heard him say anything negative about this place or the way he was treated. He’s been here a few times. I think he’s always done well here, and he keeps coming back.”
“What about the two guys who threatened Kincaid? Any idea who they are?”
“One of them. The guy who bought the puzzle and tried to return it. He gave me a check. Hold on a second.”
Mrs. Arrington turned around, reached under a table, and pulled out a cash box. She opened it and looked through a series of checks.”
“Yeah, here it is. Earl Clements. He’s local. You know him?”
I didn’t, but then I don’t know everyone in Hilldale. Unless they work for the police department, murder someone, hang out at Scene of the Crime, or go to the same church I do, I don’t know them. But then I don’t even know all of the people at my church, or most of the people who purchase books from Myrtle Evans. I asked to see the check. She handed it to me and I jotted down Clements’ address. I wondered if he had found a use for his Empire State Building. I’m sure he knew people heard him threaten Kincaid, so I doubted if he was dumb enough to follow through, but then I’d seen dumb people murder before.
“No idea who the other guy is? The father of that kid?”
“No. I don’t remember him stopping in my booth. At least he didn’t look familiar, but then we’ve had a few thousand people walk by this weekend. There’s no way any of us can remember them all.”
“What about this woman you said does a lot of shows with Kincaid? Did she get along with him?”
“Lois. She gets along with everyone.”
“Have you ever had any problems with him?”
“No, but then you have to remember, Lieutenant, we don’t have the same set up for each event. Two vendors might be side-by-side at one event, and may not even see each other at another show they both do. This is the first time I’ve been beside him, although we’ve known each other a while and talk to each other when we run into each other at a show. I’ve never had any problem with him. He seems kind of like a loner, but then we talked a few times yesterday when neither of us had anyone in our booth. I’ve been to other shows where our tents were close enough together that we’d see each other, wave at each other, maybe talk a little bit if things were slow. I’ve never seen him have any problem with anyone else except for this weekend.”
“Anyone else you can think of who might have had something against him?”
“Nobody I can think of. Lieutenant, did someone find him dead in his bed at the motel?”
“Why do you ask that? And why do you think something happened to him at the motel?”
“You wouldn’t ask all these questions if he was all right. And his truck and trailer were still there this morning after I left. And he never showed up here after I got here, and I came right here this morning.”
“But the motel is only three blocks away. Maybe he walked here yesterday.”
“He didn’t walk here. His truck and trailer were right here yesterday. See, Tom sells a lot of puzzles. He stores extras under his tables, hidden by the tablecloths, but some of his bigger ones, like the Empire State Building, are too high to set under the table, and he can only lay down so many of them. He went back to the truck twice yesterday, took his wagon to get a couple more at a time. He asked me to watch his booth while he was gone. Vendors do that for each other, like when their next-door neighbors need to make a restroom trip or a food run. He watched mine for me a couple of times yesterday.”
Until then, the fact that the murdered man was one place and his truck another hadn’t registered with me. Had he been murdered later than I thought? Was his murderer another vendor who stayed at the same place, someone who drove Kincaid’s truck back to the motel? That didn’t make any sense. Why would someone do that? Could it be that this Clements guy drove Kincaid’s truck back to motel and walked home, trying to cast suspicion on one of the vendors staying at that motel? Or could Kincaid’s wife have come with him without any of the vendors knowing about it? He said they didn’t get along that well. Did she hate him enough to murder him?
I turned and asked Joan Arrington another question.
“Is it possible Kincaid’s wife came with him?”
“No, he was alone. We got back to the motel at the same time Friday night. There wasn’t anyone with him, no one else in his room.”
“How do you know?”
“We stood in his doorway talking for a few minutes. I could see inside his room. There was no one in it. Not even a mouse.”
“Could his wife have come up later?”
“If so, she never stopped by here. Even though I’ve never met her, I would have known if she had shown up sometime yesterday or today. She didn’t.”
I needed to talk to a lot of people; the woman in charge of the event, someone at the motel, someone back in Kincaid’s hometown to find out if his wife was there, and if so, to inform her about his death. But I also needed to talk to some of these vendors before they got away. I looked around. Some of them were beginning to pack up. The show was over. At least their show was. Mine was just beginning.
I was about to tell Lou I needed for him to guard the tent until Frank came, when I looked up and saw my friend the medical examiner swinging his arm as he walked toward me. I saw his minions behind him. The festival was about to take on a different aura. Frank was about to go to work on the body. Lou and I were about to go to work on the suspects. Maybe Frank would learn something to make our job easier. Maybe the murderer left a confession in Kincaid’s shirt pocket. Well, I can always hope.








 
Chapter Fifteen
 
 
I greeted Frank and let him know where he was to get to work. I didn’t need to tell him what to do. Frank was as good at his job as I was at mine. I told him that Lou and I had some people to talk to and that we would be back before he finished. He was sure of it. It would be quite a while before Frank finished, even though most of his work at the scene of the crime would be confined to a ten by ten space. If Joan Arrington didn’t already know where Tom Kincaid lay, she would soon find out. So would a few others when someone draped the yellow crime scene tape around Kincaid’s tent. Of course one of those people I would be talking to already knew about the late Mr. Kincaid. I just had to figure out which one.
The first people we had to talk to were Jennifer and Thelma Lou. After consulting with Lou, we agreed that what would be best would be for Thelma Lou to drive Lou’s car back to her place. We told her we would be available for dinner as long as a late dinner was fine with them. It was, and Jennifer loaned us her phone so we could call them after we finished at the crime scene. She would return to pick us up.
I needed to talk to a lot of people, but the ones that it was more urgent that I talk to were those who were at Hilldale City Park, but not spending the night there. I headed to the Information Booth to find out what I could about a few of the vendors, mainly their location. I planned to visit briefly with each of those vendors, let them know who I was, and let them know that they weren’t to leave the premises until after I talked to them.
Lou and I walked fast. We had a lot to do. We approached the Information booth, saw two women sitting there. Although Maureen Eidorn was local, and I assumed that both of the women sitting there were local, I didn’t know either of them.
“Either of you ladies Maureen Eidorn?”
“That would be me. How can I help you?”
“I’m Lt. Dekker with the Hilldale Police Department. This is Sgt. Murdock. I need to know the location of two of your vendors, Johnny Delmont and Lois Weddington.”
“Neither of them has caused any problems, have they?”
“Not that I know of.” I laughed. “I just need to ask them a few questions.”
She looked at her chart and gave me their booth numbers. I turned to Lou, told him to go see both, tell them who he was and that I needed to see them before they left. Also, I wanted him to ask Joan Arrington to stick around until I returned to ask her a few more questions. I instructed Lou to deliver the messages and then return to the Information booth. After Lou left, I turned back to Maureen Eidorn.
“Mrs. Eidorn, I also have some questions for you about one of your vendors. Tom Kincaid.”
“Don’t tell me someone else is upset about Tom, or did one of the ones who complained to me about him call the police, too? Does this have anything to do with the fact that Tom didn’t show up today and didn’t have someone to work his tent? That’s not like him. He’s always one of the first vendors to open, one of the last to close up at night.”
“You can start by telling me who complained to you about Tom Kincaid.”
“First, it was one of the other vendors. Delbert Cross. Cross said Tom Kincaid knocked some things off of one of his tables while he, Kincaid, was setting up. I went and asked Tom about it. He denied it. One said one thing, the other said another. There was nothing I could do, and I never heard another thing about it. Later, Saturday, just before the event ended, Cross came back and told me that he received a call, had a death in the family and had to leave. I told him that under the circumstances that was okay, and I was sorry to hear about his loss.
“Then, between the time Cross complained Saturday morning and when he told me he was leaving Saturday night, two of those who attended the art and craft fair came to me and complained about Tom. One said Tom refused to return his money when he decided he wanted to buy something else instead. Said I should kick Tom Kincaid out and not let him come back next year. I listened to him grumble, told him I couldn’t make Tom return his money. He told me he was leaving and he wasn’t coming back. I noticed him later, so he didn’t leave, and when he saw me the look on his face was not the least bit cheerful.”
“Was this man Earl Clements?”
“So, you already know about Earl. Yes, it was Earl. I know him. He’s usually okay. At least when everything’s going his way.”
“I assume someone else complained.”
“Yes, Vernon Pitts came charging over here later, told me that Tom Kincaid had hit his kid. Vernon wanted me to call the police. Now, that was a different story. I hoped that Tom hadn’t hit the boy. I knew that Pitts’s kid could be as ornery as his dad, so I went over to check on it with an open mind. A couple of witnesses told me that a couple of boys, one of them Pitts’s kid, came charging in Tom’s tent, knocked some stuff off the table. They said Tom grabbed the boy by the collar and told him to get out and not come back. A few minutes later Vernon came charging up, picked Tom up out of his chair, and Tom hit Vernon and knocked him down. Vernon went charging in again, knocked Tom against the table, and Tom knocked him down again. Vernon has never been known to be very smart, so he was about to charge Tom again when Sid Applegate, another Hilldale resident, grabbed him, talked to him a minute, and convinced him to leave. I was told he left Tom’s booth, but not until after he threatened Tom, and that he stayed within scowling distance. Anyway, I told Tom to keep his hands off of the kid, that he could get in trouble for doing that. Tom told me to mind my own business. I’ve never had any trouble with Tom before, so I just walked off, hoped that everyone cooled off.”
“Any other complaints?”
“None that got back to me.”
“Do you know anything about the relationship between Tom Kincaid and Johnny Delmont?”
“I know they don’t like each other, want to be set up as far from each other as possible. I always accommodate them.”
“Any idea what caused this friction?”
“Johnny said that the idea for 3-D wooden puzzles was his idea first and Tom stole it before he, Johnny, could make any puzzles. I like both men, but Johnny is a procrastinator. Tom probably gave Johnny ample time to follow up with his idea, and when he didn’t do so within a reasonable period of time, Tom decided to make puzzles himself. We have plenty of items made by two or more people. If we think that two people can sell enough of the same item that both can have a good sales weekend, we let both of them in. But so far, as far as I know, Johnny Delmont has never made any puzzles. It doesn’t matter. He sells enough sculpture each year that he keeps coming back. There’s one thing I can say about the people in Hilldale and surrounding towns. They support this event, and not just by their attendance. If all people do is come and look, vendors won’t come back. They don’t come here to be seen. They come here to make a living. And we on the committee know that there are plenty of other good shows out there, so we are thankful that the people around here support this one.”
I thought about how much the four of us had supported it this year. I thought we had supported it enough to make up for all the years I’d missed.
“What kind of relationship did Kincaid have with Joan Arrington or Lois Weddington?”
“Relationship? Do you mean did they get along or were they fooling around?”
“Whatever you know.”
“Well, as far as I know they got along fine. Tom’s married, and I don’t think he was fooling around with either woman, although he and Joan did leave together Friday night after the set up.”
“You mean in the same vehicle?”
“I don’t think so. I meant they walked out together. Other than motor homes or trailers people can sleep in, no other vehicles were left in the parking lot overnight. I’m pretty sure that neither Tom’s or Joan’s vehicle was here overnight. I think both of them were staying just down the road.”
“Mrs. Eidorn, would you happen to know anything about a sale Tom Kincaid made late Saturday, say around closing time?”
“Normally I wouldn’t. But I know Tom Kincaid’s work when I see it, and I recognized Wayne Edmonds when he walked by as he was leaving, with one of Tom’s Statues of Liberty under his arm. I hollered at him, but he didn’t respond. He seemed to be preoccupied with something else. It was getting dark when I saw him, so I assume he is the guy you are asking about.”
“Is he local?”
“He is.”
“Do you happen to know where he lives or his phone number?”
“I don’t, but you should be able to find that out. You’re not saying the puzzle was stolen, are you?”
“Oh, no. Nothing like that. What about Earl Clements or Vernon Pitts?”
“I know Pitts and his son live way out in the country somewhere. I’m not sure where, but you should be able to find that out, too. I think Clements lives somewhere here in town, but I don’t know the addresses or phone numbers of either one. Just vendors. None of these people are anyone I’ve gotten together with socially.”
“When is the last time you saw Clements or Pitts?”
“I saw both of them last night. Both seemed to still be visibly upset. Around 6:00 I saw Vernon Pitts standing with his arms folded, staring at Tom’s tent. I went up to him and told him to simmer. He grunted and walked away. As far as I could tell, neither man was here today.”
“When is the last time you saw Tom Kincaid?”
“Let me think. I guess it was yesterday, when I went over and talked to him about the confrontation he had with the Pitts boy and his father.”
“Didn’t see him when he left yesterday or opened up this morning?”
“He never opened up this morning.”
“From what I hear, most of your vendors leave their wares when they leave each night. Do you have any overnight security?”
“We do, although we can’t get anyone until 9:00 at night. Most of the vendors are set up and gone long before that on Friday night, and the show ends at 7:00 on Saturday. I’ve arranged for the police to drive by every so often between 7:00 and 9:00. That’s the best I can do. And we’ve never had anyone say that they’ve had something stolen after they’ve left for the night.”
“Tell me about the security people. What do they do when they are here?”
“Well, there are two people, a man and his wife. Their job description is to hang out here in the Information booth unless they hear or see someone. Then they are to check and see who that person is and why he or she is here. Also, every thirty minutes they do a walk through to make sure everything looks as it should.”
“And they didn’t report any problems Friday or Saturday night?”
“None. What’s wrong, Lieutenant? Something has to be or you wouldn’t be asking so many questions.”
“Everyone will know soon enough, so I might as well tell you, but keep this to yourself for the time being. Tom Kincaid is dead. We think he has been murdered. His body is inside of his tent. He either died there sometime during the night last night or early this morning, or someone murdered him and took his body to his tent. Please don’t repeat any of this to anyone unless someone hears about it and comes and asks you. Then, you are free to tell them that Tom Kincaid is dead. Just don’t mention the names of any of the other people we discussed. I will be talking to each of them to see if any of them heard or saw anything. Also, I need the name and phone number of the husband-wife security team you hired. And if you could include your own phone number and address I’d appreciate it, just in case I think of anything else I need to ask you.”
I was glad the woman in front of me and the woman who accompanied her were seated when I shared news of Kincaid’s death. Either they were good actors, or they were surprised. The woman behind Maureen Eidorn seemed quite unnerved. I wondered if it registered that there was a dead body so near so many people, all day long. I stood there until Maureen Eidorn regained some measure of composure. Finally, she spoke.
“I can’t believe it. And I know some of these people were upset with Tom, but I can’t see any of them murdering him.”
I didn’t know what to say. I’ve seen a lot of murderers in my time and many of them didn’t look or act like murderers.
“The medical examiner is already here and working on the case. It may take us a while. We’ll find out who did it. And I don’t think anyone else is in danger.”








 
Chapter Sixteen
 
 
Lou returned just before I finished with Maureen Eidorn. He stood silently, as he always does when I’m questioning someone. I picked up the paper with the addresses and phone numbers Mrs. Eidorn gave me, thanked her for her time, and Lou and I turned to walk away. Once we were far enough away that she couldn’t hear what Lou had to say, he told me that he had delivered the messages. He said Mrs. Weddington seemed puzzled as to what we might want to talk to her about, Mrs. Arrington asked what else we could possibly have to ask her, and Johnny Delmont said he wasn’t going to wait all night, that he had a long drive ahead of him. Lou said he had told Delmont that he would wait or else.
I decided to give Delmont some extra time to fume and headed to question Lois Weddington first. Lou told me her tent was almost across from Kincaid’s tent, which meant she had a good vantage point of all that might have gone on there, although I figured that she wasn’t in her tent when the worst of it happened. With Frank just across the way and already at work, she might have more knowledge about what’s going on than I wanted her to have before I questioned her. As we walked by, I noticed that Frank was working with the tent flap down, but I was sure vendors were curious as to why there was crime scene tape in front of the tent, and everyone could see there were lights on inside the tent and shadows moving back and forth.
I wanted to get Mrs. Weddington’s take on the other people whose names I mentioned to Mrs. Eidorn, and to find out what kind of relationship she had had with Kincaid, since she was the one who told him about the Hilldale event. Was it possible that they were closer than anyone knew?
I walked up and introduced myself.
“Mrs. Weddington, I’m sorry to keep you waiting. I’m Lt. Dekker with the Hilldale Police Department.”
“What’s this all about, and what are those men doing in Tom’s tent?”
“That’s why I’ve come to talk to you. When was the last time you saw Tom Kincaid?”
“Saturday sometime. There were a lot of people here on Saturday, so it isn’t like I was sitting here all day watching Tom. I was kind of busy, and I think he was, too.”
“What kind of relationship did you have with him?”
“Relationship. I barely knew the man.”
“I thought you were the one who told him about this show.”
“I was, but even though we’ve done several shows together, it’s not like we’ve ever gotten together socially. I’ll see him to say ‘hi’ sometimes when we’re doing the same show, but we’re both usually busy getting our booth ready, helping customers, or packing up to go home, so we don’t have much time to talk.”
“So, you’ve never gone out with him?”
“Of course not. Tom’s married. Joan went to dinner with him Friday night, but even that’s nothing more than not having to eat alone, although Joan wishes Tom wasn’t married, because she likes him. But neither of them has so much as flirted with the other.”
“By Joan, I assume you mean Joan Arrington, the woman set up next to Tom?”
“That’s right.”
“Are they in the habit of eating together at shows?”
“No, I think this was the first time, but then I think this is the first time they’ve set up next to each other. I think that Friday night Tom asked her for a good place to eat around here, and she mentioned a place, and then she asked Tom if he’d like to go share a table with her. He said that sounded fine. Then, Saturday, when she was closing up, he asked her if she’d like to eat together again, but she said she was tired and was just going to grab a pizza and take it back to her room and eat it.”
“Did he offer to join her?”
“Of course not. Besides, about that time Tom got a late customer, and that guy was still over there when I left.”
“What can you tell me about that customer?”
“Nothing. He was just a customer.”
“Did they seem to be getting along?”
“Of course! What is this? Did something happen to Tom?”
“Mrs. Weddington, do you know a vendor named Johnny Delmont?”
“Yeah, he’s here, over on the next row.”
“Do you know anything about his relationship with Tom Kincaid?”
“They don’t get along. Everyone knows that.”
“Have they ever had any fights?”
“No, of course not! But Tom did get in a fight with some local guy on Saturday, got the best of him, too.”
“What happened?”
“Joan said the guy’s kid knocked some things off of one of Tom’s tables and Tom told the kid to get out and not to come back. Then, his dad comes charging down here and accusing Tom of beating up his kid. He attacked Tom twice and Tom put the guy on his back. I saw that guy several more times on Saturday. He was mad as a wet hen.”
“Anyone else Kincaid had any problems with?”
“Aw, there was this one guy I heard that wanted to return something he bought from Tom. That happens every now and then. Somebody buys something and either runs out of money or sees something else that is cheaper and comes back and wants to return something. Most vendors don’t take something back after somebody leaves with it. Anyway, this guy got so mad and held up that Statue of Liberty puzzle he bought from Tom and held it like he was going to brain Tom with it.”
“Did he swing it at Kincaid?”
“No, but he raised such a ruckus that everybody saw him do it. That guy with the kid saw it, too. He was standing near my tent, and I heard him say, “Go, ahead! Hit him with it!”
“So, Kincaid got into it with the guy and his kid before he had this confrontation with the customer. I thought it was the other way around.”
“No, the thing with the guy with the kid came first.”
“What was the deal with the guy who left early, the vendor next to Kincaid?”
“I don’t know. That guy seemed to be in a bad mood all day yesterday, and then he packed up last night and didn’t come back.”
“Speaking of last night, which of the two vendors next to Kincaid left first?”
“I don’t know. I know both of them were about to leave when I did, but I left before either of them, so I’m not sure.”
“What about Johnny Delmont? Any idea if he was still here when you left?”
“I have no idea. Johnny’s tent is on the row behind me, and I’m facing this way, so I didn’t pay any attention to anyone back there. And the parking lot is the other way, so I didn’t have to walk past his tent to get to my van.”
“And you didn’t see Delmont walk by your tent on the way to the parking lot?”
“No, but I saw him walk by once earlier. That’s how I knew he was here.”
“Did he go near Tom Kincaid’s tent?”
“Not that I recollect.”
“Where is it you live?”
“Cadiz.”
“How far is that from here?”
“Five hours. A little less than an hour closer than where Tom lives. Of course I doubt if Tom would’ve come through Cadiz to get here. See, if he was going from Murray to Cadiz he’d cut through The Land Between the Lakes, but coming here he’d have stuck to the interstate, then gone through Benton to get to Murray.”
I didn’t want directions to either place. I merely wanted to know their proximity to each other and to Hilldale. I was about to tell her I didn’t need to hear the rest of her AAA routine, when she stopped and allowed me to continue.
“So, I assume you stayed in a motel here?”
“That’s right. Same one as Tom and Joan. A lot of the vendors stay there. They have good rates, give the vendors a discount each year.”
“Did you see Kincaid’s truck and trailer there last night or this morning?”
“No, but Joan said his room was near hers. Mine was on the other side of the motel.”
“I think that’s it for now, Mrs. Weddington, but can I have your name and number in case we have any more questions?”
“Lieutenant, you’re asking all these questions about Tom. Is something wrong?”
“I’m afraid it is, Mrs. Weddington. We’ll get in touch if there’s anything else.”
She reached in her purse, pulled out a card, handed it to me.
“Here, Lieutenant. My number’s on there. So’s my e-mail address.”
“Are you heading home tonight, Mrs. Weddington?”
“I’m tired. But I think I’m going to do it anyway. I should get home around 11:00. This way I don’t have to worry about making the drive tomorrow. But then I guess it’s six of one, half a dozen of the other.”








 
Chapter Seventeen
 
 
The distance from one booth to the booth facing it on the other side of the row was around thirty feet. For the last hour vendors had been driving up and loading their vehicles. Not only was there room for each vendor to load his or her vehicle, but the first one in wasn’t trapped until the last one in was ready to leave. There was plenty of room for someone to maneuver to get out. Also, when the fair was going on, all that space allowed anyone room to walk around someone. Lou and I stepped around a couple of vehicles on our way across the row to speak to Joan Arrington one more time.
“Sorry to hold you up, Mrs. Arrington.”
“So, it’s no longer Joan. Am I now a suspect for something, Lieutenant?”
“Well, I did find out that you neglected to tell me that you had dinner with Tom Kincaid on Friday night.”
“Is that a crime, Lieutenant?”
“Not in and of itself.”
“Well, I can assure you, Lieutenant, that dinner was all there was to it. I’m sometime known to say more than I should, but Friday night wasn’t one of those times. I don’t know Tom all that well, but we’ve talked a few times, and I found him quite pleasant company on Friday night. And, yes, I’m a lonesome widow. But I’m a smart one. I know Tom is married. Not happily, but married. If he wasn’t married, I would’ve accepted his invitation of dinner on Saturday night. But I told him the truth. I was tired, and I did grab a pizza and take it back to my room and eat it. I haven’t seen Tom since I left here last night and something tells me I’ll never see him again. Under different circumstances, I would have enjoyed getting to know Tom.”
“So, what are your plans now?”
“If I’m free to go, I’m on my way home. Unlike some of these people, I don’t have that far to travel. Danville is only a little over an hour and a half from Hilldale. I’ll probably drive back to Danville, stop some place to eat, then go home and get ready for my next show. It’s not as exciting of a life as I’d like, but my husband and I had some happy years together, and maybe someday I’ll meet another man who’s not married, and fall in love again. Until then, I’ll try to enjoy life as much as I can.”
“Can I have your address and phone number, in case we have any more questions?”
“Surely, Lieutenant, and I hope to see you back here next year, only as a buyer, not someone on the job.”
“I hope so, too. We’ll see what happens.”
She picked up a pad, wrote down her name, address, and phone number, tore it out, and handed it to me. I thanked her and told her I might be in touch.
With that, I turned away from the empty space where Joan Arrington’s tents once stood, and walked over to where Frank was still hard at work. Joan Arrington, with no one or nothing else to detain her, walked to the parking lot to get in her vehicle and drive home. She had loaded her vehicle and then taken it back there to get it out of the way while she waited to see what else I wanted with her.
 
+++
 
“Frank, it’s Cy. You going to be a while longer.”
“Yeah, you going on a food run?”
“No, I’ve got one more guy to talk to, then Lou and I are out of here, but we’ll stop back and check in with you before we go.”
“We’ll be here.”
 
+++
 
I turned around, looked at what was only a handful of vehicles still left on the grounds, and over at a couple of more still parked in the lot. The place had changed a lot from the thousands of people and ninety tents that occupied these grounds just a short while ago.
“Okay, Lou, show me where this Delmont guy is.”
No longer did we have to walk to the end of one row and up or down the next one, we cut through the row of trees that stood between one row and the next, and over to what was once considered the middle row of vendors.
“It all looks different now, Cy. He’s somewhere around here.”
I looked at one of the somewheres around where we stood and didn’t see anyone who resembled Johnny Delmont. It wasn’t that I knew what Delmont looked like. It was that I knew what humans look like, and I didn’t see a human being anywhere.
“Could it be that Delmont was on the next row, Lou?”
“I don’t think so, but let’s check it out.”
We walked through another row of trees and once we slipped between them and looked up and down what was once the first row of vendors’ tents, we saw the same amount of human beings that we spotted on the previous row.
“Let’s walk down to the Information booth, see if he’s waiting for us down there.”
We had no trouble finding the Information booth. It was still where we had left it, and the same two women continued to sit in the same two chairs, waiting for the last vendors to leave.
“Have either of you seen Johnny Delmont?”
“He pulled out about fifteen or twenty minutes ago.”
“You mean he left.”
“Most people don’t spend the night here, Lieutenant.”
“But most people wait if the police tell them not to leave.”
“Oh.”
I was mad. Either Delmont had something to hide or he thought he was above waiting around to be questioned by the police. Either way, I was going to make an example of him.
“Do you have a description of his vehicle and his license number?”
“We take that information down for all of our vendors. Let me find his sheet.”
A couple of minutes later she handed me the sheet. I told her I would return it, but stepped away where I couldn’t be heard as I called the state police to stop and apprehend Johnny Delmont. I asked to have him brought back to Hilldale and held in the jail until I questioned him. We could hold him overnight, and I planned to do so. If I felt he was the murderer, I would hold him longer. Much longer.
 
+++
 
“Well, Cy, that didn’t take long.”
“Frank, it usually takes me longer when the suspect hasn’t flown the coop. So, what can you tell me so far?”
“You mean one of your suspects left?”
“He did, even after Lou told him to wait.”
“It sounds like you’ve got your man.”
“Well, not yet, but the state guys are going to pick him up for me. I thought we might entertain him at the jail for a week or so. But enough about him. What do you know about the dead man?”
“Well, Cy, the guy’s dead, and he’s not talking. I won’t know for sure until I’ve completed the autopsy, but I think that a blow to the head is what killed him. Unless he was hit to disguise how he really died. Actually, there were several blows to the head, but it appears that the one I suspect was the first blow is what killed him. At least at this point I think it was sufficient to have killed him. Going on what I know now; body temperature, temperature inside the tent, lividity, rigor, etc., my guess is that he died here, and he died here sometime last night. Let’s say sometime between 6:00 and midnight. We haven’t found any evidence as to who did this, and we’re almost through here. As far as I know the murder weapon isn’t here. There are plenty of possibilities here, and most of them have plenty of prints on them, but none of them have the victim’s blood and hair on them, and I’m pretty sure the murder weapon will have. We’ll pack everything up soon and cart this guy off.”
“Anything else yet, Frank?”
“As a matter of fact there is. One of the most interesting aspects of this case so far is what we didn’t find.”
“And what didn’t you find, other than the murder weapon?”
“The guy didn’t have any money. Here he was selling his wares all weekend and he doesn’t have a penny on him.”
“What about a cashbox? Did you find one of those?”
“No.”
“What about checks? Most vendors accept them. Did you find any checks?”
“Not a one. I guess whoever did this took them, hoping we wouldn’t give robbery a second thought. And another thing, Cy, I assume our corpse stayed somewhere, unless he stayed in whatever it was he used to drive here. Usually that somewhere is a motel. He doesn’t have a key on him either, which means he also doesn’t even have a key to what he was driving.”
“Well, I have a key to what he was driving.”
“You mean you have the key. Why do you have the key, Cy?”
“I don’t have the key. I have a key, which means I know what he was driving and where his vehicle is. At least I think so. Frank, he was staying at the Resting Place Motel and he’s booked there through tonight, which means no one else is in that room yet. We need to have someone go over his room, see if they can find anything. My guess is the maid has cleaned the room since he was last in it, but it never hurts to see if someone was there and left something behind that might give us a clue as to his or her identity. And since Kincaid wasn’t checking out until tomorrow, maybe he left the key there by mistake.”
“And the money too?”
“Whoever killed him robbed him. That is unless some brave and stupid person happened upon the dead man and stole his money, and while there are a lot of stupid people in the world my guess is the person who murdered him robbed him, too. Maybe we’ve gone about this all wrong. Maybe none of these altercations he had with someone this weekend has anything to do with his murder. Maybe the only motive is robbery, and the reason he was the one who was robbed was because he was the last vendor to leave Saturday night. Of course he didn’t leave, but everyone says he was still here when they left. Naturally, the murderer would say that, but no one else would have any reason to say they left before he did if it wasn’t true. Lou and I are without a car, since we came with our girlfriends. Do you want us to stop by the motel when they pick us up or will you arrange for someone to do it?”
“We need to see that the room is gone over and dusted for prints, so I’ll arrange for someone to stop by there. And Cy, I’m glad you were able to get a date for Hilldale’s big event of the year. However, next year I’d recommend that you drive separately, just in case someone gets murdered and you have to go to work.”
“I’ll keep that in mind.”
Lou and I bid Frank goodnight, and walked over to a bench to sit down and discuss what we’d learned. I looked at my watch. It was 6:23. We had a little daylight left. We’d talk for a while and then call Jennifer for a ride.








 
Chapter Eighteen
 
 
“Before we do anything else, Lou, I want to do something. I might be tipping my hand, but I’m willing to take a chance. I’m going to call Joan Arrington to see if she knows whether or not Kincaid accepted checks, and if she knows of anyone in particular who gave him a check this weekend.”
“You don’t think anyone would be dumb enough to cash those checks, do you, Cy?”
“There are some pretty dumb people out there, Lou. It doesn’t hurt to check.”
I dialed Joan Arrington’s number. She answered on the third ring.
“Joan Arrington.”
“Joan, this is Lt. Dekker. I thought of another question. Do you have any idea if Tom Kincaid accepted checks, and if he did, do you know anyone who might have given him a check this weekend? Maybe someone who also bought from you and gave you a check.”
“Well, I know that his disgruntled customer gave me a check. I’m not sure whether or not he gave Tom one. If so, I wouldn’t put it past him to stop payment on it. Listen, Lieutenant, I’m on my way home. How about if I look through my checks when I get home tonight and you call me back in the morning? I’m not sure I can tell you anything for sure, but I’ll think about it on the way home and let you know in the morning.”
I agreed to check back with her in the morning. While I’m not used to using a cell phone, I remembered to press the “End” button, and turned to Lou to mull over the case.
“Well, Lou, what do you think?”
“I don’t think you’re going to be dating much these next few days.”
“You mean you don’t think we’re going to be able to beat a confession out of someone before the night is over?”
“I don’t see anyone we can beat a confession out of, unless you count Frank, and I don’t think it would be admissible in court if we did.”
“And the fact that Kincaid was robbed opens up an entirely different can of worms.”
“I’ve found that regardless of what can they come from that all worms taste pretty bad.”
“Personally, I’ve never felt compelled to taste them, but to each his own. But we need to look at this from the point of view of a fish or a bird, not you and me. If our can of worms helps us catch a fish or a bird, then it’s a good can of worms.”
“Does that mean that we need to be early birds?”
“No, just working birds.”
“Well, my guess is he was bludgeoned to death with the candlestick, but do you think Colonel Mustard or Miss Scarlet did it?”
“Right now, the Colonel Mustards and Professor Plums look guiltier than the Miss Scarlets.”
“Don’t forget Mr. Green. Whatever, Cy! Let’s round up the usual suspects.”
“I didn’t realize that we have any usual suspects.”
“We don’t, but we already have enough suspects. The key is being able to eliminate some of them, and finding enough evidence to convict one of the remaining ones.”
I thought about that for a minute, trying to get a grasp on who were our suspects. The obvious ones were Earl Clements, the guy who wanted to return his purchase, and Vernon Pitts, the guy who threatened Kincaid because of his kid. I wondered whether I should throw Delbert Cross into the mix. Did he pack up his tent and leave a day early because he murdered Kincaid? And did Johnny Delmont, who said that Kincaid stole his business idea, have enough of a motive for murder? And did the fact that Kincaid was robbed change anything? Clements might have felt he was due some money, because he wasn’t allowed to return his purchase. Of course if he was able to stop payment on his check, that would be one way of getting his money back. And Pitts might have stolen the money because he thought he was due damages because Kincaid grabbed his kid by the collar. And Cross might have rationalized that he had damaged goods, and recouped that money (and more). Anything is a motive if it causes someone to think irrationally. The lesser suspects, but ones I felt I needed to keep in mind were the two female vendors who seemed to like Kincaid, Joan Arrington and Lois Weddington. I couldn’t think of any reason why either of them would want to murder Kincaid, but there might be something I didn’t know about yet. I’d have to keep an open mind. The only other woman in this scenario, Kincaid’s wife, could well be a suspect, if we found out that she wasn’t six hours away in Murray, but had driven to Hilldale to check on her husband. But once she had seen he was where he said he was, wouldn’t that have calmed her down? And what about the last person known to have seen Kincaid alive, his last customer, Wayne Edmonds? I guess I couldn’t discount the person who had the most opportunity. There didn’t appear to be anything out of order there. From what Joan Arrington had to say, there didn’t appear to be any animosity between them, but I needed to check him out, too. And was there anyone else I was missing? Another vendor? Another customer? Or the head of the event, Maureen Eidorn? Lou was right. We wouldn’t be doing a lot of dating the next few days.
 
+++
 
Lou knew me well enough to know he had the right to remain silent while I thought, and he had done so. Hopefully, he was thinking, too. Maybe he would come up with something.
When the silent signal passed between us that both of us had had ample time to think this over, I turned to him.
“Well, Lou, does anyone stand out any more to you than anyone else?”
“I’d have to say Thelma Lou, Cy. She looks better to me than anyone else right now.”
“What about suspects?”
“No, I think she looks better than any of them, especially the guys. And I don’t think she’s a suspect. Remember, more than likely she was with us when this happened.”
“I guess that clears the two of us, too.”
“If our alibis are to be believed.”
“What can you remember about those movies we saw last night, Lou?”
“I remember these two lips close to mine.”
“In other words, you don’t remember a thing about either movie. Okay, Lou, time to forget those two lips. Any idea on who might have done Kincaid in?”
“I’m not sure anyone has enough of a motive. The guy with the kid seems the most mad, but I can’t see him killing Kincaid based on what we know.”
“And that disgruntled customer is running neck and neck with him. Still, I can’t help thinking that there’s something we haven’t found out yet. Just not quite sure what that is.”
“So, what do you propose we do now, Cy?”
“I told you, Lou. I’m not ready to propose.”
“Let me phrase it another way. What do you plan to do now?”
“Now, as in now now, I plan to call Jennifer and see if we have a ride home. Hopefully we do, and we get a good dinner and a kiss or two out of the deal, too. I want to wait on everything else until after we’ve talked to Frank in the morning. Also, I want to find out what, if anything, happened at that motel. I want to know if Kincaid’s truck and trailer are still there, and if so, how they got there. I want to know what happened to his money, although I think finding that out will be a little harder. I want to talk to someone in law enforcement down in Murray, find out anything I can about Tom Kincaid, and about his wife. I want to see if we can find a witness who saw her in Murray yesterday, so we can eliminate her as a suspect. Of course it would also be nice if we can narrow down the time of the murder, and find some people who can say for sure that so-and-so was somewhere else when the murder was committed. Someone we can believe. That means that sometime tomorrow morning, after we know a little more, I plan to start talking to witnesses. I’ll start with Johnny Delmont, provided they find him and bring him back to Hilldale. We’ll go by the jail and talk to him, see whether or not we need to hold him or if we let him go. I plan to talk to the three men who live here, Clements, Pitts, and Edmonds, and then decide whether to call or go visit Cross in West Liberty.
“But all of that can wait until tomorrow. Let’s call Jennifer and Thelma Lou and see if they’re willing to come and pick up two tired, grumpy old men.”
“I’m not grumpy. I’m not even old yet.”
“Whatever.” 
 
+++
 
“Interested in a date?”
“Sorry, Cy, but I promised Lou I’d be his girl.”
“Very funny, Thelma Lou. Are the two of you still interested in putting up with a couple of old guys?”
“No, but if you and Lou are interested, I can start dinner and send Jennifer over to pick you up. Are you still at the park?”
“We are. We’ll be waiting with bells on.”
“I thought you promised Jennifer you wouldn’t wear those bells anymore. Let me get off here, and I’ll send her on over. She should be there within a couple of hours. Spaghetti and meatballs okay with the two of you?”
“Is the Pope still single?”
 
+++
 
Jennifer arrived a few minutes later and I almost had to solve the case alone. Instead, I remained calm and pulled Lou out of the car after he had scooted in next to Jennifer.
“You can drive your car if you want, but you can’t have my best girl.”
Lou and Jennifer laughed, and she unbuckled her seatbelt, and stepped out of the car. I opened the rear driver side door and she slid in. Then, I walked around, got in, and slid over next to her, and buckled my seatbelt. Then, I kissed her until Lou started complaining about being hungry. It was the first time I’d heard him utter something like that in months.
“Whether or not we kiss has no bearing on whether or not you hightail it out of here.”
He thought about that for a moment, realized that I was right, and put the car in gear.
The time we spent kissing before we left the park and after we arrived at Thelma Lou’s but before we got out of Lou’s car allowed us to time our entrance almost to the minute that Thelma Lou had dinner ready. Lou walked over and gave Thelma Lou a quick peck on the cheek, and then I complained about being hungry. They both turned to stick their tongues out at me. Jennifer and I retaliated.
We had an enjoyable meal. Jennifer and I refrained from reliving the best scene from Lady and the Tramp and both of us stuck to our own spaghetti. We didn’t actually stick to it. Thelma Lou wasn’t that bad of a cook, but we didn’t try to eat from the same strand. It wasn’t as good eating it in a mannerly way, but at least the company was good. Well, one of the company at least.
Despite the fact that Jennifer knew that Lou and I would be working on our murder investigation, she decided to stay in town an extra couple of days. I told her that we would be really busy the next day, and I had no idea how far into the night we would be working. She told me she was available as late as I was, and Lou nearly choked on a meatball.








 
Chapter Nineteen
 
 
I woke up Monday morning. The first thing I thought of was Jennifer. I lay in bed smiling. The second thing I thought of was the murder that would keep me from seeing Jennifer. My smile turned upside down.
I popped up out of bed. Well, not like a piece of toast popping up out of a toaster, but a lot quicker than I was able to do before I started Wiiing. Kincaid’s murder would keep me away from Jennifer, and it would keep me from reading, but it wasn’t going to keep me from Wiiing or the morning time I spent with God in prayer and reading and reflecting upon the scripture I read in my devotional book.
I get up about an hour and a half earlier than I used to. Lou and I used to eat breakfast out, but I’ve started fixing my own breakfast, and eating a lot less. I walked over to the back door and looked out upon a beautiful morning. The sun had just risen. The temperature was comfortable for an early October day. The leaves had begun to turn, but had not yet begun to fall. When they do, it would be time to get to work, to call my yard boy, and hope he rakes them over in my next-door neighbor’s yard so she will have some leaves to rake, too, and her mutt will have some leaves to…never mind.
I closed the door, walked back into the living room, plopped down in my recliner, and leaned back to pray. Yes, I was praying, not taking my first nap of the day. I doubted if I would have time to work in a nap, and I was right. After I prayed, I read a passage from the Bible and then opened my devotional book to the devotional for the day. I read it and took a couple of minutes to reflect upon its message.
I had lots to do, so I jumped up from the recliner, walked into the kitchen, and found my box of cereal of choice, Post Selects, Great Grains Whole Grain Cereal, Raisins, Dates, & Pecans. I shook out a reasonable amount, then opened a plastic bag full of raw almonds, and took out a handful and tossed them in the bowl. Then, I opened the freezer door and took out a bag of frozen blueberries. I added three-quarters of a cup, the recommended amount, returned the bag to the freezer, and then opened the other side, the refrigerator. I took out a carton of almond milk, and poured until it almost covered my cereal. Next, I poured myself a big glass of water from the cold water dispenser on the freezer door, and sat down to pray for the good breakfast God had given me, and for His help in learning to like my new food as much as I liked the fattening stuff I used to eat.
I tried to eat slower than I’d been used to eating most of my life, but I’m not a slow eating person. Still, I paused for a millisecond after each bite. After I finished eating, I went to the front porch and retrieved the newspaper, hoping to get my day off to a good start by reading the comics. It was there, in the comics, where I found the most people similar to myself. Not all of them, but maybe one or two. I wasted enough time reading the paper, and giving my food time to settle, before picking up my newfound life as an exercise aficionado. Normally on Mondays, I torture myself doing Wii Fit exercises, but I didn’t expect the rest of my day to be the least bit fun, so I slipped in a tennis game and did my best to win a couple of sets. I only threw my arm out of the socket a couple of times. At least when playing tennis on the Wii you don’t have to chase down errant shots.
After I worked out hard enough that my body had taken up an aroma that only I could live with, and even I couldn’t live with it very long, I turned off the game, and headed off to take a shower. Before I turned to a life that included exercise, I struggled to get in and out of the shower each day. I still struggle to get in and out of the shower each day, but now it’s because I’ve worked my muscles so hard before I get there. Before, stepping into the shower was my second exercise of the day, closely following my first, propelling myself out of bed, in less than three minutes. I wasn’t ready for Dancing with the Stars, but at least I’d progressed from the guy who could have done the commercial with the line, “I’ve fallen, and I can’t get up.”
All of the preliminaries to my day had taken long enough that I was sure that not only was Frank up, but that he had memorized every mark on and in the victim’s body. I picked up the phone to see if he had any surprises for me.
“Good morning, Frank.”
“Good morning, Cy. I’m glad you’ve finally greeted the new day. I’ve been up long enough to have completed six autopsies.”
“I’ll have you know that I’ve been up for a while too, and if you’ve completed any autopsies, it’s only one.”
“But it’s the one you want to know about, and I’m happy to report to you that I have no surprises for you. Your victim died in the manner I figured, a blow to the head by a blunt instrument, probably one of his puzzles, since there was a splinter of wood in his scalp. He died where we found him, and he died sometime between 6:00 and midnight Saturday night. Also, we had someone go over his motel room. We did find his truck and house keys in the room, as well as the key to the motel room, and we also found a maid who did a thorough job of cleaning the room. I don’t know how the keys got from the tent to the motel room, but then that’s not my job, that’s yours. Good luck with that.”
“Anyone still at the motel?”
“I think our man there said there are two or three cars, trucks, or whatever around.”
“I meant do we still have someone there?”
“We do. I figured you might want to see it, see if anything might help solve this case, so I left a man there, told him to stay until noon, or until I called. I assume you can get by there sometime this morning.”
“I’ll do my best, Frank. I’ve already narrowed my suspect list down to not more than a hundred.”
“That’s progress, Cy, considering there were a lot more people than that in the park on Saturday. Anything else you need from me?”
“I’ll try to think of something.”
“I’m sure you will, Cy. I’m sure you will.”
I hung up from talking to Frank and placed a call to the Sheriff’s office in Murray. Someone needed to inform the widow that she was a widow. That is if she didn’t already know that.
“Sheriff Offutt.”
“Sheriff, this is Lt. Dekker in Hilldale. Do you always answer your own phone?”
“It hasn’t exactly been a busy day so far, and I happened to be right here, so I made myself useful. What can I do for you, Lieutenant?”
“Sheriff, do you happen to know a man named Tom Kincaid, who lives in Murray?”
“The puzzle man. Know him well.”
“Well, then I have some bad news for you. He’s dead. Died up here. Someone murdered him.”
“Tom? Dead? Any idea who did it?”
“Not yet. That’s what I’m working on. Do you know enough about him to know if he had any enemies?”
“No, he was harmless enough. Spent most of his time in his woodshop in his backyard, working on puzzles. Believe it or not that guy sells enough of those things that he stays busy year round. Even around here, people are always buying them, especially around Christmas. Don’t guess they’ll be buying them anymore. How did it happen?”
“Someone bashed him over the head with a blunt instrument, possibly one of his puzzles, sometime Saturday night, between 6:00 and midnight. Well, that’s what the medical examiner said. Since we know of people who saw him after 7:00 we can say it was definitely after 7:00.”
“Saturday, you say. Well, I guess that leaves his wife out. Saw her Saturday afternoon around 3:00 at Kroger. Asked her how she and Tom were doing. She said that Tom was out of town doing a show, that she was buying stuff for supper because her sister was coming over. She and her sister are close, and her sister’s husband was out of town, too. I can’t remember where she said he had headed off to. Probably to the MSU-EKU football game. I know I see him at all the home games. See, I know her sister and brother-in-law, too. Nice couple. Do you want me to go over and break the news to her?”
“I’d appreciate that. And let me know what response you get. Word around here is that they weren’t all that close.”
“I don’t guess they were at that, but I’ve never had any problem with either one of them. I’ve found both of them pleasant to talk to, and we’ve never had any domestic violence issues. I think it’s more that they like doing different things, and don’t have much in common. Still, they’ve been married over ten years. Come to think of it, it might be closer to twenty, but I don’t guess you need to know about that. I’ll be going out shortly and I’ll head over to their place and give her the bad news.”
“And you can’t think of anyone else down there that had anything against him?”
“No one I can think of. He pretty much kept to himself, but he always spoke when you saw him, and, like I said, people all over the place couldn’t get enough of those puzzles of his. I’ve even bought some of them myself.”
“Well, we have a few suspects up here. None of them sound all that likely to have done it, but one of them might, or there could be someone we haven’t learned about yet. At any rate, I’ve got enough to do to keep me busy at least the next couple of days, and I’ve already talked to a few of these people. Any idea when you can run by and inform the widow?”
“I’ll head over in a few minutes. Give me a couple of hours. I’ve got a couple of errands to run while I’m out, and I might stop in the local diner a few minutes and drink a cup of coffee with the locals. People around here like to know that the sheriff is out and about, and I want to get re-elected. I like this job. I’ll let you know what I can.”
My next call was to Joan Arrington. Six of the people who bought items from her paid her by check. She didn’t know whether any of them bought from Kincaid too, but I took down the names, addresses, and phone numbers just in case. It could be that one of these six was the murderer, or one of them might be able to help us if they bought from Kincaid, paid him by check, and the check cleared. Of course it would probably be at least a couple more days before I learned anything there.
I didn’t want to be nosy, but I checked back with Joan Arrington to see how much money Kincaid might have had on him. She said he probably had $100-300 in change when he started, and while she had no idea how much he sold, she would guess it to be anywhere between $300-2,500. She said she knew vendors that barely sold $100 at a show and others that sold $5000 or more if a show was two or three days. I wondered if I was in the wrong business. Then, I realized that one guy making big bucks was dead and I was still strolling along.
I thanked her for her time, hung up, and dialed the jail. They had apprehended Delmont thirty minutes out of Hilldale, brought him back kicking and screaming, and were holding him at the jail until we arrived. I smiled as I hung up.
I made one more call, to God’s gift to the World of Wii to let him know I was on my way. He thanked me for the warning.








 
Chapter Twenty
 
 
“Mr. Atlas here. The finest chiseled body in three counties.”
“Does that include the body down at the morgue?”
“I don’t know. Has Frank quit chiseling on him?”
“I don’t think that Frank uses a chisel any more, since he got that money for new equipment. Maybe you might want to take an autopsy or two and find out.”
“Maybe I wouldn’t. So, are you saying that Frank is finished with Kincaid?”
“That’s affirmative. Are you ready to go to work, Chiseler?”
“Does that mean I have a choice?”
“No.”
“Then I guess I’m ready.”
“See you in a few. I’ll fill you in when I get there.”
“10 4, Red Ryder.”
 
+++
 
I pulled up in front of Lou’s apartment building and saw him open his front door. He didn’t look like the Lou I knew. He was glum-faced, walked slowly to the car, got in and sat down. He turned to me with a strange look on his face.
“A nightmare.”
“Your hamster die?”
“I don’t have a hamster.”
“Your cat die?”
“Cy, you know I don’t have any pets?”
“Thelma Lou kick you out?”
“Cy, you know we don’t live together, and yes, we are still getting along fine.”
“But you had a nightmare?”
“Not yet.”
“So, you’re going to have a nightmare?”
“Maybe.”
“Am I going to have a nightmare, too?”
“Possibly.”
“Is my next-door neighbor in it?”
“Cy, your next-door neighbor is in a lot of your night-mares, but I don’t know about this one.”
“Anyone else have a nightmare, or going to have one?”
“I have no idea.”
“So, what is all this nightmare stuff?”
“It’s our clue for today.”
“Well, why didn’t you say so?”
“I just did.”
“Well, can we just skip today and go on to tomorrow?”
“I don’t think so.”
“What about if you go back inside and I go home and we’ll pick up with the case tomorrow?”
“Then ‘nightmare’ might be tomorrow’s clue.”
“So, I guess we have to press on and realize that God has warned us.”
“Something like that.”
I filled Lou in about what I’d learned, and then told him we were headed to the motel. 
“Cy, I insist on getting two rooms. I’m not sleeping in the same bed with you. Do you know if they have room service?”
“You can find out when we get there, but it will be harder to get it, considering we aren’t getting any room. We’re going to Kincaid’s room, instead.”
“I’m not sleeping there unless the maid changed the sheets. No telling what he might have picked up in the park on Friday or Saturday.”
“Actually, we’re going to see if we can pick up some-thing.”
“Cy, it’s not good to steal from a dead man.”
“I know. And I guess someone has already done that, the person who made him dead. We have a man waiting for us there, so we can look over the room and see if we find anything that might help us solve this case.”
“You go ahead and check, I’ll wait outside.”
“Maybe I’ll send you to my next-door neighbor’s house to see if she had anything to do with it.”
“Why? Were there claw marks on the body?”
“No, but it looks like someone’s saliva burned through his neck.”
“Then, I’d say it has to be your next-door neighbor.”
“Unless her twin sister is in town.”
We continued our nonsense until we arrived at the motel. We located Kincaid’s room and informed the officer on duty that he was free to go. I looked around the small room, hoping to find some sort of clue as to what might have gone on there. I found nothing out of the ordinary other than the fact that the victim was found one place and his keys another. Neither Lou nor I saw anything that didn’t belong there, or found anything missing. I picked up the victim’s keys, headed out the door, looking for his truck and trailer. All of the other vendors had headed home. There was only one truck and trailer. I figured that one had to belong to Kincaid. I had the keys. The vehicle had been dusted. I would soon find out if the truck and trailer in front of me belonged to the victim. On the way out the door I saw the maid, asked her if she was the one who had cleaned Kincaid’s room over the weekend. She said she was. I asked her the condition of the room. She consulted a pad where she had marked each room.
“Oh, I remember now. No one slept in that room last night, yet someone’s luggage was still there. It’s probably still there. We won’t do anything about it until after checkout time.”
We knew that Kincaid wouldn’t need his luggage any longer, so it had already gone downtown. I continued my questioning.
“What about Saturday night? Did anyone stay there Saturday night?”
“Oh, yeah. Somebody slept in the bed. And the shower and towels had been used, too.”
“Did you see them?”
“The person or the shower and towels?”
“The person.”
“Oh, no. They were gone before I started cleaning. I don’t start early, because a lot of guests sleep in on Sunday. But I’m there by 9:00 in case I can get started. No one came back while I was there in his room. I didn’t see nobody. I didn’t notice nothing there when I went in or out of the other rooms, either.”
“Could you tell how many people stayed in the room?”
“Only one. Only one pillow was used, the same with the towel.”
“And I assume you’ve already taken those and washed them.”
“Well, I didn’t wash them personally, but they’ve been washed. We have extras, but we try to keep on top of things. We don’t want unhappy guests.”
I thanked her and headed for Kincaid’s truck, puzzled by what I’d heard. We took a couple of minutes looking through the truck and trailer. It didn’t take long. It usually doesn’t when there’s nothing to see.
I motioned for Lou to walk back to Kincaid’s room with me. We walked in and shut the door. This time Lou got the drop on me.
“Well, what do you think, Cy?”
It always aggravates me when he asks me before I ask him. I already knew what was in my brain, or not in mine, but I didn’t know if anything was sloshing around in his.
“Well, Lou, we already knew that someone drove his truck here, but the fact that someone slept here, even took a shower here, throws me for a loop. I could probably narrow the field if I knew why this someone stayed here. If the sheriff down in Murray hadn’t told me that he saw Kincaid’s wife in Murray on Saturday, I might think she could’ve been the one. But a person can’t be in two places at once. Was it someone local doing this so we would place the blame on one of the vendors? Or did someone sleep here so we’d think he wasn’t murdered until sometime Sunday? If so, did they do this because they were at the fair on Saturday, but not on Sunday? Again, the only ones I can think of that fit that bill are local.”
“Could it be as simple as the murderer not having anywhere to stay and wanting to save money on a motel room?”
“I doubt it, but if so, that would make me think it was a vendor. I would think that most vendors would have had motels booked well ahead of time.”
With that thought in mind, I consulted my notes, picked up the motel phone and dialed Maureen Eidorn’s number. From the sound of her voice, it sounded like I woke her.
“Mrs. Eidorn, this is Lt. Dekker. Sorry to bother you, but I have a couple of questions for you. Do you know of any vendors who traveled here from a distance who didn’t have a place to stay when they arrived?”
“We’ve had that happen, but I don’t think there were any this year. If so, they didn’t ask me if I knew of a place. Most of them have been coming here for years and stay at the same place each year, and book their rooms well ahead of time.”
“One other thing. You said Vernon Pitts lives out in the country. Do you have any idea if I can find him at home during the day?”
“I doubt it. While he lives in the country, he’s not really a farmer. He works, and I’m not sure where, but you’d be better off trying to find him at night. But if I were you, I’d go before dark. I’ve heard his place is hard to find after dark.”
“What about Earl Clements and Wayne Edmonds?”
“Clements does odd jobs, so he’s home part of the time. Wayne Edmonds took early retirement, so he might be home.”
I thanked her and apologized for waking her. She told me I didn’t wake her, but I think I did. 
 
+++
 
“So, what’s next, Cy?”
“We’ll walk up to the front desk, tell them that we’re releasing the room, and that we’ll let his wife know she can come and pick up his truck and trailer. Then, we’ll head to the jail and question Johnny Delmont. I’ve heard he’s there, but I’m not sure if he’s cooling his heels, or not.”
Lou laughed, told me he’d back me up. He didn’t say how far behind me he’d be.
My plans were to question Delmont, decide if we had any reason to hold him, then pick up something and take it to my place to eat. While we were there I planned to call the sheriff in Murray again, and see if I could get ahold of Delbert Cross, the vendor who was anxious to leave. I wondered if there really was a death in the family, or if Cross knew a little more than he should about another death.








 
Chapter Twenty-One
 
 
Lou and I arrived at the jail. When they brought Delmont in so I could question him, I wasn’t sure if a night in jail had cooled him off or not.
“Why are you treating me like a criminal?”
“Because you are one.”
“What did I do?”
“You left when you were told not to leave until we questioned you.”
“I waited a few minutes.”
“But not until we questioned you. If you had stayed, you could have been home by now.”
He slumped his shoulders, asked us what we wanted to know.
“What can you tell me about Tom Kincaid?”
“He’s a thief, and if he’s trying to say I did anything to his stuff, he’s a liar.”
“What did he steal?”
“My idea. Them puzzles was my idea.”
“Did he steal puzzles you made?”
“Ain’t made no puzzles. He beat me to it after I told him I was going to make some.”
“How long after you told him?”
“I don’t know.”
“Was it as much as a year or two after you said something about making some?”
“You’ve been talking to some of them women who’s in love with him, ain’t you?”
“Which women are those?”
“That Arrington woman and what’s her name, uh, that Weddington woman. Both of them would love to get their claws in Tom Kincaid. I don’t know why though.”
“Where did you stay Saturday night?”
“In my camper. Where else would I stay?”
“Spend any time at the Resting Place Motel?”
“Nope.”
“When’s the last time you saw Kincaid?”
“To talk to?”
“At all.”
“I don’t know. A week or two ago.”
“You didn’t see him this past weekend?”
“I might have. Didn’t go near him, though.”
“Who do you know who might have something against him?”
“Me.”
“Anyone else?”
“Anybody who’s got sense.”
“Know of anyone this weekend who’s had some trouble with Kincaid?”
“Why? Did somebody else come to his senses?”
“Just answer my question.”
“Nobody I know of. Why all these questions about that scoundrel, anyway?”
“Because someone murdered him at the Hilldale Art & Craft Fair.”
He looked at me like I was crazy, then burst out laughing.
“Well, it weren’t me, but I’m going to party now.”
“In jail?”
“You ain’t got no reason to hold me. I didn’t kill him. So, it happened at that motel, did it?”
“Why do you think that?”
“Well, you asked me if I been there. Maybe he was two-timing one of them women. One of them caught him with another one, when she thought she was the only one. Or maybe one of thems got a husband and he done it. Maybe my puzzle idea wasn’t the only thing he stole.”
“Any idea who it might have been?”
“Nope, but it wasn’t me, and you got no right to hold me.”
He was right. I had no more on him than I did anyone else, so I guessed it wasn’t fair to hold him when I wasn’t holding anyone else. I got up and Lou followed suit. I turned to leave.
“Hey, when you letting me go?”
“In due time, Mr. Delmont. In due time.”
I walked out and the guard returned Delmont to his cell. I talked to the man at the desk, asked him to let Delmont cool his heels for another hour, then release him. If Delmont was good about it, I told them to have someone take him back to his truck.
 
+++
 
“What do you think, Lou?”
“I think he’s ornery, but I’m not sure if he’s our murderer. To tell you the truth, I don’t see much difference in one of these guys and another. We might have trouble figuring out which one did it.”
“Yeah, but it could be someone who doesn’t seem much like a murderer.”
“I hope not. It’s always easier when it’s one of those ornery cusses.”
 
+++
 
Lou and I left the jail, stopped by Antonio’s and picked up a couple of sandwiches to take to my place and eat. I had stuff at the house to fix, but I was already too tired to do so. A little before 12:00 we arrived at my house to eat and make some phone calls.
 
+++
 
“Sheriff Offutt.”
“Sheriff, this is Lt. Dekker again. Did you have time yet to call on the bereaving widow?”
“I called on her. I’m not sure about how bereaved she is.”
“So, what did she have to say?”
“When I told her she asked me if it was his heart. Before I could answer, she said, ‘No, that couldn’t be it. He didn’t have one.’ Then she apologized. Said she guessed she was sorry he was dead, supposed she’d have to make funeral arrangements, asked me how he died, told me she didn’t want any of his puzzles, because he thought more of them than he did her.”
“What did you tell her when she asked you how he died?”
“I told her I didn’t know, told her that I received a phone call from someone in Hilldale telling me that he had died.”
“So, she doesn’t know he was murdered?”
“Not unless someone else told her.”
I gave him a number to call, where she could claim the body, thanked him for being of service, and he told me that was part of his job. I hung up and located my sheet and looked for Delbert Cross’s number. I dialed it, let it ring, no answer. Maybe he really did leave early to attend a funeral. Or maybe he was at work. Or maybe he was a fugitive from justice. I would try him again after I questioned some other people.
 
+++
 
“Well, Lou, we’ve got three locals to talk to. You up to questioning three more suspects today?”
“If I say no, does that mean that you’ll go without me?”
“Well, now that you mention it, it would be more fun if I took Heather Ambrose with me, especially that guy tonight who lives out in the country.”
“You forgetting that Jennifer’s still in town?”
“I guess I was. Come on, Lou, get your hat and let’s go.”
“I don’t wear a hat, Cy.”
“Maybe you should. It would cover up some of that ugly face.”
“I think you’re just jealous because of my finely chiseled body.”
“Come to think of it, it does look like someone’s taken a chisel to it. Your face, too.”
 
+++
 
Just as Lou and I walked out the door something hit me in the face. It was a leaf. The first falling leaf of fall. I wondered where the year had gone. Weather is unpredictable in early October in Kentucky, but then weather is unpredictable in Kentucky anytime. Daytime temperatures had been hovering in the low 70s, and the sun has been shining bright on my old Kentucky home, but I knew it wouldn’t be long before it started to get chilly and the winds would begin to howl. I hoped that Lou and I would solve the case before that happened, and I could hibernate with my books all winter long.
Before Lou and I could make it to Lightning a second leaf fell. Maybe they would all be gone by the time I got back home. Then again, maybe not.








 
Chapter Twenty-Two
 
 
I started the car, pulled out my list of suspects, tried to decide which one to question first. According to Maureen Eidorn, there were only two of the locals that I might find at home during the day. While both of those two lived in the same town I live in, neither one lived close to where I live. After giving it thirty seconds of thought, it made more sense to question Earl Clements first. After all, he wanted to plant his Empire State Building puzzle where someone planted it later, while Wayne Edmonds seemed happy with his purchase. Was it as simple as it seemed? Did Clements sneak back and do later what he threatened to do earlier? No, it’s never that simple. Edmonds had to be our man. Still, first I wanted to question the man who was all worked up, even though he might have calmed down a bit since Saturday.
 
+++
 
I looked at Clements’ address, 122 Lower Street. I knew where it was, not far from downtown. There wasn’t much going on downtown, so I made it through town, took a couple of turns, and ended up on Lower Street. I pulled up in front of Clements’ house. There was an older woman sitting on the porch next door, wearing a cardigan sweater. While I wasn’t ready for a sweater yet, some people are cold natured. Maybe she was one of them. Why I noticed what she was wearing I don’t know. I don’t usually notice things like that, unless I’m being paid to do so. As far as I knew, she wasn’t one of our suspects.
Lou and I got out of Lightning, walked up onto Clements’ porch, and knocked on the front door. We waited. He didn’t come to the front door. We walked around back, but he wasn’t in the yard. It looked like we might be questioning Edmonds first. We walked down the driveway toward Lightning. Just as I was about to open the car door, the woman spoke.
“You looking for Earl?”
My first thought was to reply, No, we were looking for you, but since we didn’t want to sneak up on you, we knocked on his door instead. That’s what I wanted to say, but instead, I was Mr. Nice Guy.
“That’s right. Do you know where he is or when he’ll be home?”
“Yes.”
I waited for her to embellish. She didn’t.
“Which one?”
“Both.”
The woman was irritating me. I was starting to fiddle with my handcuffs and think up some charge for taking her in. 
“Well, when will he be home?”
“Why do you want to know?”
No more Mr. Nice Guy. This time I responded with the first thing that came in my head.       
“Because we’re the police, and he’s suspected of murdering women who sit on their front porches and irritate policemen.”
She laughed.
“I need to see some identification.”
“Lou, go show her.”
Lou walked up, handed her his I.D. She looked it over, studied it, and then said something to Lou.
“I don’t think this is you. This guy is fatter than you are. Did you steal this from your brother?”
This time Lou laughed. I didn’t want him to encourage her. I was tired of playing games with the woman, so I walked up, yanked out my I.D. and handed it to her.
“How’s this?”
She looked at it. She looked at me, thought about it, arrived at a decision.
“Yeah, this one’s probably you. You look almost as fat as the guy in the picture.”
“We’ve been exercising.”
“About time.”
I looked around to see if any other neighbors were watching and wished I had one of Kincaid’s puzzles. 
“Just tell me. When do you expect him back?”
“A woman can’t be too careful these days. If you’re really a policeman, you’d know that. Are you sure you’re a policeman?”
“Yeah, I’m sure.”
“Somebody steal your real car.”
“That is my real car. Now, what time do you expect Earl Clements?”
“Now.”
“You mean he’s due back now?”
“I don’t know about due back, but that’s him coming down the street.”
I turned and looked, saw a man strolling down the street, carrying a tool box. If Clements was the murderer we were looking for, I thought about making him a deal. We wouldn’t arrest him until after he’d murdered his next-door neighbor. What is it with next-door neighbors? Does everyone have a bad one?
We left the porch sitter, and slowly walked across the driveway, timing our arrival with Clements’ arrival. 
“Mr. Clements.”
“Gentlemen. You need something fixed?”
“Not right now. Just need a few words with you.”
“If it wasn’t for one thing, I’d think the two of you were coppers.”
“And what’s that one thing, Mr. Clements?”
“Ain’t no copper gonna drive something like that roller skate sitting in front of my house.”
“I’m sorry to surprise you, Mr. Clements, but one does.”
“Department funds running low, or did you lose a bet?”
I wondered if the entire neighborhood was infected, but dismissed that thought quickly. I showed him my I.D. He didn’t say anything about whether or not it looked like me. At least that was an improvement over his next-door neighbor.
“Mr. Clements, may we go inside?”
“What’s this all about?”
“We’d rather talk privately.”
“Oh, all right! Let me find my key.”
He pulled out a key and opened the door. We stepped inside.
“Have a seat, Gentlemen. I see you’ve met Mrs. White.”
“Is that really her name?”
“It’s not an unusual name.”
“No, it would have been more unusual if it had been Miss Peacock.”
“Like in the board game Clue.”
“Like Mrs. White.”
“Oh, I see. Well, she is quite a character, but I’ve never thought of her as a murderer.”
I was trying to decide if I thought of him as a murderer. I needed to ask a few questions first.
“Well, Mr. Clements. What do you think of Tom Kincaid?”
“I’ve never bought any of his work, but I like it. It’s more than I can afford.”
“I thought you bought something of his on Saturday.”
“And where was I supposed to have done this?”
“At the Hilldale Art & Craft Fair.”
“Maybe you don’t understand, Lieutenant, but the only items people are allowed to sell there are ones the vendors make themselves.”
“I realize that, but Tom Kincaid was there, and I have witnesses who say you bought something from him.”
“You have witnesses who say I bought a painting or a print from Thomas Kinkade?”
“No, a puzzle.”
“Oh, I’ve seen those puzzles. Sorry, I don’t have time to work jigsaw puzzles. You’re welcome to check, if you like. I don’t need to see a warrant.”
“Is that why you tried to return it?”
“I beg your pardon.”
“I have witnesses who say that you bought a 3-D wooden puzzle of the Empire State Building and that you went back later, were violent, and tried to return it.”
“Oh, that guy. His name is Thomas Kinkade, too?”
“His name is Tom Kincaid. Now, are you willing to admit that you bought a puzzle from him, tried to return it, and acted like you were going to hit him over the head with it when he said he wouldn’t take it back? Remember, I have witnesses.”
“I did buy a puzzle from him on Saturday, thought better of it and went back to return it. I got mad when he told me he wouldn’t take it back. I didn’t try to hit him with it. Besides, I took it back yesterday. He reconsidered, and gave me my money back.”
“And this was yesterday? Sunday? And he gave you your money back?”
“That’s right.”
“How did you pay for it?”
“By check. I usually pay by check.”
“And he gave you your check back? Can you show me the check?”
“I tore it up.”
“What time yesterday did this happen?”
“It was early, not long after they opened. Maybe 11:00 something. I’m not sure.”
“I’m not sure, either, Mr. Clements, because Tom Kincaid was murdered Saturday night before he left the park.”
“You’re kidding.”
“I’m not! Now, would you like to change your story, or are you ready to confess to murdering Tom Kincaid?”
“Okay, I guess I have no choice. I was upset when he wouldn’t take the statue back. I didn’t want the hideous thing, and he wasn’t reasonable. I did pay him by check, so I planned to stop payment on the check this morning, which I did. But I wasn’t willing to keep that statue, so I went back after everything was over. I planned to drop the thing in front of his tent, where he would find it yesterday morning, but he took his time leaving. Evidently he had a customer, the sides of his tent were down, but he was talking to someone inside.”
“Did they seem to be arguing?”
“No, just normal conversation. Nothing loud.”
“So, what did you do?”
“I noticed the woman next to him was standing in front of her tent, zipping it up. So, I walked up to her, told her I bought the statue from him, decided I didn’t want it, and was going to stop payment on the check.”
“How did she react?”
“First of all I startled her. She jumped as I called out to her, even though I whispered. Evidently she didn’t see or hear me coming. She motioned for me to move away from his tent, and followed me. She whispered to me that she didn’t want anything to do with returning it. I handed it to her anyway. And then I left.”
“And she took the Statue of Liberty you bought?”
“That’s right.”
“So, why didn’t you say that in the first place?”
“I didn’t want anyone to know I went back over there after dark.”
“Why not?”
“I don’t know. I just didn’t. Now, don’t get me wrong. I’m not saying that she murdered him. Remember, there was someone in the tent with him when I left. She might have tossed the statue down and left right after I did. I didn’t turn around to see. I just know that I left it there Saturday night, and I didn’t have anything to do with his murder.”
I didn’t know what to think. The man had lied to me, but was his entire speech a charade? Was he the murderer? Or did he hand the statue to Joan Arrington? Had she and Kincaid gotten into an argument, maybe over the fact that one of them wanted to do dinner together and the other one didn’t? Or did Joan Arrington take the statue from Clements, toss it down in front of Kincaid’s tent, and then something happened between Kincaid and the person I assumed to be Wayne Edmonds. It turned ugly and Edmonds picked up the statue and clobbered Kincaid over the head with it? I wasn’t sure if I believed Clements or not. He definitely seemed to have more of a motive for murder than either Joan Arrington or Wayne Edmonds. From everything I’d heard so far, neither Arrington nor Edmonds had even the slightest problem with Kincaid. But then sometimes those are the kind of people who commit murder. I wasn’t ready to arrest Clements, but he would remain high up my suspect list. I told him that was all for the time being, asked him not to leave town, and told him I would be in touch. Lou sensed that our interrogation was at an end, stood up and eased toward the door.
We walked out. I made the mistake of looking at the house next door.
“Goodbye, Mr. Policeman. I’m so glad I could be of service to you. I see you didn’t arrest Earl. Let me know if you want me to keep an eye on him.”
I was fuming all the way back to Lightning. I wanted to turn and ask her if she was related to Heloise Humphert.
I pulled away a little quicker than I should, and looked in the direction I shouldn’t. The busybody was shaking her finger at me and said something about my driving.








 
Chapter Twenty-Three
 
 
I drove up the street and pulled over to talk to Lou.
“Well, what do you think, Lou?”
“I think he’s our guy. He messed up when he told us that he took the statue back. If he’d kept his mouth shut I doubt if he’d look that much more likely to be our murderer than anyone else. Well, he would still be at the top, along with that guy we haven’t talked to yet.”
“But, Lou, if he hadn’t said something about returning the statue, I would have asked him if I could see it. I’m sure the murder weapon has blood stains on it. He probably thought of that. That’s the reason he made up the story of taking it back.”
“But when he originally said what time he took it back, Kincaid was already dead.”
“Or off somewhere painting more pictures. I’ll check with Joan Arrington, see what she says.”
“She’s going to say she never saw the guy, never took the statue.”
“Well, she will if it’s not true, and she will if she murdered Kincaid. But what if she says she took it and then left? That will cast more suspicion on Wayne Edmonds, his last customer. At least he’s the last one we know about. I’m anxious to see if he adds anything to all this hoopla.”
“Cy, of course there’s a possibility that Clements gave her the statue to buy an alibi, then left and circled back after Joan and the customer left, and bashed Kincaid’s head in.”
“Lou, don’t complicate things. Let’s just go see Edmonds and see what he has to add to all of this.”
“When do you plan to call Joan Arrington?”
“After I talk to all the others. She might not be the only one I have to talk to again.”
“Cy, should we find out where Clements banks and stop by there to see if he stopped payment on that check like he said he did?”
“Would they tell us? And if they would, would it matter? Even if he did stop payment, that doesn’t mean he didn’t kill Kincaid. He might have murdered him, and then stopped payment on the check to make us think he didn’t know he was dead.”
“At least then we’d know if he lied to us twice.”
“You mean at least twice.”      
 
+++
 
Before we pulled off I looked up Wayne Edmonds’ address again. 312 Cypress. I knew where that was too, just a few blocks away, but in a better neighborhood, for whatever that was worth.
I was thankful when I pulled up in front of Edmonds’ house. There was no one sitting on the front porch next door, and there was a car in the driveway. Evidently, Edmonds was home.
I knocked. A few seconds later, a tall, angular man with thinning gray hair came to the door. He looked to be somewhere around sixty-five, and in good enough shape to wield a wooden Statue of Liberty.
“Mr. Edmonds?”
“That’s right. And you are…?”
“I’m Lt. Dekker with the Hilldale Police Department, and this is Sgt. Murdock.”
“Please come in, gentlemen. Have a seat. How can I be of help to you?”
“Did you buy a puzzle on Saturday from Tom Kincaid?”
“I did, bought two of them as a matter of fact. Got there late. I was afraid I wasn’t going to make it, especially after I saw that some of the vendors had already left when I got there. See, I buy a couple of his wooden 3-D puzzles every year. They’re a challenge to put together, but that’s why I buy them. And he does such good work. They stay together well while you’re in the process of reworking them. Anyway, my daughter wanted me to come and see her Saturday. She lives out of town, but nearby. I tried to talk her into coming here, but she wanted me to come there, so she wouldn’t have to pack up the kids. She has three, you know. Anyway, I ended up staying longer than I thought I would, and almost didn’t get to Kincaid’s tent in time before he left. I hope I’ve answered your question.”
I thought he must have answered it, plus twelve more I didn’t ask. I wanted to move on. Otherwise, he’d pull out pictures of the grandkids, and maybe the family dog.
“Mr. Edmonds, how did you find Mr. Kincaid on Saturday?”
“Oh, I just grabbed one of those handouts they had, looked through it quickly and hustled across the park to his tent. Wouldn’t you know it? He was clear across the park from where I came in.”
“No, Mr. Edmonds, I mean how was he when you arrived? What was he doing, and what was his demeanor?”
“Oh, I’m sorry. I misunderstood you. He was fine. As a matter of fact, I blew out a sigh of relief when I turned the corner and saw him there, at the next tent, helping some woman close up for the night.”
“And how did they seem to be getting along?”
“Oh, quite well. Just about the time I turned, she stumbled and he grabbed her. They sure took their time separating. As a matter of fact, this guy who picked up some things next to Kincaid’s tent had something to say to them as he walked by. I couldn’t hear what it was, but neither Tom Kincaid nor the woman seemed to be pleased with what the man had to say.”
“Was the man still there when you got to Kincaid’s tent?”
“No, he had walked on. I don’t know if he came back again, but if so, I didn’t see him.”
“What about the woman?”
“Well, when Kincaid saw me he turned away from her. She muttered something about she’d better finish putting her tent down and Kincaid stepped over to his tent. He’d already put his sides down, but he recognized me from before, and told me to come on in and take as long as I wanted.”
“And how long were you there?”
“Oh, I don’t know. Maybe fifteen or twenty minutes, could have been a little longer.”
“And you and Kincaid parted on good terms?”
He gave me a funny look, like did I really ask that question, and then when he saw I was waiting for an answer, he gave me one.
“Of course. I was glad to buy more of his puzzles, and he was glad to sell them. He said he’d had a good day, except for a couple of bad eggs.”
“Did he comment on those bad eggs?”
“No, we just talked about the new puzzles he’d made this year, and then I told him why I was late.”
When Edmonds said that, I wondered if he really left after only twenty minutes.
“Mr. Edmonds, what puzzles did you buy from Kincaid?”
“I bought a Statue of Liberty and a pyramid. They looked so much like the real thing, only smaller.”
“Do you have them here?”
“Of course, where would I have them?”
“May I see them?”
“So, you’re interested in puzzles, too. They’re in here, Gentlemen. Follow me.”
We walked from the living room, through the dining room, and down a short hallway, that connected to the kitchen. We continued down that hallway, until after a “Watch your step!” from Edmonds, we stepped down into a sun room that looked out upon the back yard. There, in front of a couch, stood a large table, and on it was the Statue of Liberty. It didn’t look a thing like my Statue of Liberty. Edmonds had taken it apart and was in the process of rebuilding it.
“Here’s one of them. The other one’s still together over on the coffee table.”
I picked up the base he’d already put together. I noticed that he looked at me funny when I did that. “Just checking the foundation,” I said. I rifled through the pieces on the table. I didn’t want to appear too obvious, but I didn’t see a speck of blood anywhere. Of course, the crumbled pieces I saw in front of me might not have been the murder weapon. Still, that didn’t mean that Edmonds was innocent. And it’s possible he could have tossed the piece with blood on it.
“It’s amazing what a man can do, isn’t it, Mr. Edmonds?”
“It sure is. I’m patient enough to put these back together, but I’m not gifted in the area of creating one of these masterpieces. Imagine how difficult it must be to cut the interior pieces and get everything to fit together so tightly. That’s why I buy a couple of Tom Kincaid’s puzzles every year.”
I hadn’t thought of my new puzzles as masterpieces, but I was amazed at how the man made them so they fit together so easily, and stayed together no matter how many of the puzzle pieces had been connected.
“Shall we go back to the living room, Gentlemen? Or would you rather sit out here. And can I get you something to drink or nibble on?”
Lou and I told him the living room was fine, but we declined refreshments. I had a few more questions, but more people to see, so I didn’t want to waste any time. I waited until we were once again seated in the living room.
“Mr. Edmonds, I assume it was dark when you left.”
“Getting that way. I must admit it was hard to keep my balance on the way to the car, carrying those two puzzles.”
“And when you left Kincaid’s tent, was the woman at the next tent still there?”
“If she was, I didn’t see her.”
“What about someone else?”
“Well, there was someone else.”
“Oh, and who was that, Mr. Edmonds?”
“I’m not sure. See, I was walking away, trying to keep my balance, when I saw a shadow move across the space behind me, hurrying to somewhere around Mr. Kincaid’s tent.”
“Really? Was it a man or a woman?”
“I don’t know. Like I said, I was walking in the other direction, and I had my hands full. I didn’t turn around.”
“Did you hear anything?”
“I think so, but see I was at least forty or fifty feet away before this person came out of hiding and ran toward Mr. Kincaid’s tent. At least I assume whoever it was was heading to his tent. Like I said, I didn’t turn around. I didn’t want to lose my balance. But as I turned the corner, I thought I heard something. I’m not sure what, but conversation of some sort. It might have even been the beginning of an argument, but I can’t say that for sure. Like I said, I was uncomfortable carrying two puzzles.”
“When you walked away from Kincaid’s tent, did you by any chance see anything laying on the ground?”
“Like what?”
“Anything. A box. A magazine. One of Mr. Kincaid’s puzzles. Anything?”
“No, but that doesn’t mean there wasn’t anything there. Remember, I had my hands full. It was getting pretty dark. And I didn’t look down. I was concentrating on carrying my two puzzles.
“Say, what’s all this about, Lieutenant? Why all these questions about Mr. Kincaid and his puzzles?”
“Well, you see, it’s like this, Mr. Edmonds. Kincaid was murdered in his tent sometime Saturday night.”
“You’re kidding!”
“I wish I were.”
“Hit over the head with one of his puzzles, was he?”
“What made you say that?”
“Well, you keep talking about his puzzles, wanting to see mine. And you sure took your time looking at my Statue of Liberty. And God only knows that his puzzles are sturdy enough that you could hit someone over the head with one of them and it wouldn’t break apart.”
How ironic it was that Kincaid’s puzzle held together better than his head, but my guess is that Edmonds was right. I think he was hit with one of his puzzles, and I don’t think it broke apart. I quit thinking when I realized the Edmonds was still talking.
“Well, I didn’t do it. I liked the guy. My guess is it was whoever dashed across the park just after I came out of his tent. Probably someone was waiting there just for that purpose. I wonder how long they waited.”
I was pretty sure we had the time down right. My guess was he was murdered sometime around 8:00, after everybody but the murderer had cleared out, but before the security couple arrived. I wanted to talk to them anyway, but I didn’t expect to learn much. I’d already talked to most of my suspects, and while I’d learn a few things, I hadn’t learned enough. One thing I had learned, however. Sometimes it’s a lot easier to figure out what time the murder took place than it is to find out who did it.








 
Chapter Twenty-Four
 
 
Figuring that we had learned all that we were going to learn at that moment, Lou and I got up to leave and we bid Edmonds adieu. Edmonds didn’t seem guilty, but then we’d been over all of that before. Our murderer could turn out to be our most likely or least likely suspect, but our murderer would turn out to be someone. Regardless of whom our murderer was, if Edmonds had a messed-up neighbor, I’d yet to meet her, so Lou and I sat out in front of Edmond’s house discussing the case for a few minutes. I hoped that Edmonds had gone back to his puzzle.
“Well, Lou. Another one down and a few more to go. What says you this time?”
“This guy doesn’t seem any guiltier than Joan Arrington, so I guess the two of them were in on it together. I’m ready to cuff them. How about you?”
My thoughts turned to the one I was ready to cuff, but she was off in another part of Hilldale, hopefully missing me as much as I was missing her. I planned to question only one other suspect that day, so I planned to stop by the house and call Jennifer before I headed out into the country to see if she and Thelma Lou wanted to have dinner with two confused guys. But first, it was time to pay attention to Lou, again.
“Earth to Cy. Are you with me here?”
“Sorry, Lou, I was busy thinking about the one I want to cuff.”
“Is that cuff as in not let her get away, or cuff as in hit up the side of the head?”
I laughed.
“Well, Lou, I must admit I’ve got names on both of those lists. But back to the suspect list. What are you thinking?”
“It seems like everyone we’ve talked to so far either seems like they definitely did it, or there’s no way he or she did it. I’m just trying to figure out which list the murderer is actually on.”
“Let me tell you what I’m thinking, Lou. I’m thinking there were a lot of people around that tent after things closed down on Saturday night, but before that security couple arrived. We know that Edmonds was there, that Joan Arrington was there, and that that bird I haven’t gotten ahold of yet, Delbert Cross, was there. Earl Clements even changed his story to say that he was there. And I’d be willing to bet that the guy we’re on our way to see in a little bit, Vernon Pitts, was still around there somewhere, fuming. We’re not sure about Delmont or Lois Weddington, but one of them could have been there, and could be the murderer we are looking for.
As I was getting ready to pull away, I looked up at the house we’d just left. Edmonds stood just inside the front door watching us. Was this a guilty man watching, or one who was merely curious?
 
+++
 
I drove through town, planning to stop by my place for a minute before heading out to no man’s land to see what story Vernon Pitts would tell me. I looked up and saw George Michaelson getting out of his car. I blew the horn, motioned for him to wait for a minute.
“Well, if it isn’t the sand art duo. How are things at the beach?”
“George, unlike you, we’re working here, so could you please let up on this sand box stuff?”
“So, Mr. Crime Solver, what do you need me to help you with today?”
“Are you familiar with Crawdad Lane?”
“What’s the matter? You got a date with Vernon Pitts?”
“Why Vernon Pitts? Is he the only one who lives on Crawdad Lane?”
“As a matter of fact, he is. Well, he and that delinquent son of his. Cy, in that family, the apple didn’t fall far from the tree.”
“What’s Pitts done?”
“Well, he’s meaner than a snake, been known to hit someone over the head with a bottle, whether he’s drunk or sober. If you’re on your way out to see him, I wouldn’t turn my back on him if I were you. Keep your weapon where you can get at it easily.”
“Well, we are on our way out to see Pitts. I’ve never been out that way and don’t know much about that part of the county. What can you tell me about it?”
“Well, it’s isolated. Not like Precipice Point. But it’s way out almost to the end of Fog Bottom Road. In case you don’t know, Fog Bottom dead-ends at the river. Just before you get to the end, there’s this dirt road that heads off to the right. That’s Crawdad Lane. It’s just one lane, trees on both sides, and it’s a little more than a mile long. Pitts lives at the end of it. There used to be a couple of other houses on that road, but the people moved out and those houses have pretty much fallen apart. So has Pitts’s place, but it still has a roof over it. But that’s his business, as long as he stays out there and doesn’t bother anyone. Actually, there’s almost no one out there for him to bother. You have to come back toward town on Fog Bottom a couple of miles before you find a house. It’s pretty much a worthless field on one side of the road, nothing but trees on the other. The road’s narrow, too. So, if I were you, I’d make sure I’d be back in town before dark. You’ve seen the movie Deliverance, haven’t you, Cy?”
I wondered if George was telling the truth, or if this was another of his ways to get the best of Lou and me. 
“So, George, you interested in riding out there with us?”
“No, I love my family too much. But if you don’t make it back, Cy, can I have your sand art?”
“That and the sandbox too, George. I really appreciate the gift. And Lou here has enjoyed his Tinker toys, too.”
“Someone giving you gifts, too, Cy?”
I told George that some of us still have to work for a living, and that I’d better get started, because I just might have a hot date after I got back. George laughed. 
I looked at my watch. Just in case George was telling the truth, I wanted to get out to Pitts’s place and back by 7:00. I still had time to run by the house, and so I did, went in and called Jennifer’s cell phone. 
“Interested in a date tonight?”
“I guess so. Who is this?”
“Very funny.”
“So, have you and Lou already solved your murder?”
“Not yet. We’re about to drive out in the country and see this one other bird. Then, we’ll save the rest of them for tomorrow. We plan to be back by around 7:00. Interested in a late dinner?”
“If I say ‘no’ does that mean you’re coming on now?”
“I wish. A cop’s work is never done.”
“It had better be by 7:00. Are you planning on making this a double date?”
“What do you think? Should we let those other two lovebirds enjoy our company?”
“Might as well. One of them has been very nice to me.”
“Well, you tell Lou I said he’d better stop.”
Jennifer laughed.
“Cy, has anyone ever told you that you’re funny?”
“Yes, I have, many times.”
“Well don’t stop telling yourself. And you be careful. I’ll worry about you until you get here.”
“Maybe you should worry about me after I get there.”
Jennifer laughed again.
I told her we’d better start grilling our suspects if she wanted to get to dinner before all the restaurants closed. I hurried back to the car, where Lou had waited for me.
“It took you long enough, Cy. Did you get to say all of your sweet nothings?”
“No, I’ve saved a couple of them for later. Now, are you ready to go and talk to the bad guys?”
“I’d rather talk about the good girls.”
 
+++
 
There are many roads you can take leading away from downtown Hilldale, but only four of them lead out of the county. The others resemble a maze which meander this way and that, before arriving at a dead-end, causing whoever takes them to backtrack to get somewhere. Some of these roads are well populated. Some are even dotted with a new subdivision or two. But others are sparsely populated by anything other than a few four-legged creatures they won’t let you keep in town. While the drive out to Precipice Point is quite scenic, I soon learned that the same can’t be said about the drive out Fog Bottom Road. The left side of the road as you head out of town is littered with unkempt bushes and fields much in need of upkeep. The right side of the road is deep with trees, but even the trees look like they’ve had better years, and most of those trees are dead, even in the spring and summer. It’s as if whoever owns the property died years ago and no one thinks the upkeep is worth it. If someone is traveling out Fog Bottom Road all the way to the end, even if that person is in a good mood when he or she leaves town, they will become depressed before the drive is over. Our late Monday afternoon drive consisted of taking the road almost to the end, then turning off onto a road that looked even worse. That is, if you want to call Crawdad Lane a road. It doesn’t qualify as one in my book.








 
Chapter Twenty-Five
 
 
The drive out County Road 1628 wasn’t too bad. The ups, downs, and curves reminded me of a children’s rollercoaster, but that was better than an adult version. The farther away from town we got, the narrower the road became. There wasn’t more than a foot on either side of the road before the terrain inclined before leveling off. There were plenty of trees and greenery on both sides of the road, but I was too busy staying on the road to take in the scenery. Few people lived out County Road 1628, so we encountered no one on their way into town. After a few miles, the road descended, as did the scenery. Lush green turned to brown. Dead trees abounded.
Things changed again when we turned off onto Fog Bottom Road. As we turned right and dipped down onto Fog Bottom, I noticed that the road had been paved, but not in this century. I also noticed that the road was wide enough to permit oncoming traffic, provided both vehicles were bicycles, or maybe one bicycle and one riding mower. Or, considering where we were, maybe a tractor. I didn’t panic. I didn’t feel that two people would be dumb enough to try this road on the same day. Maybe no one else had been out there in the last year. And then I remembered Vernon Pitts. I said a little prayer, asking God not to let Pitts leave his residence until after Lou and I were safely back in town.
Desolate was the word that came to mind when I looked from one side of the road to the other. It looked as if the locusts had been here and they hadn’t left anything behind. I figured any property out this way had to look better than the vegetation. That was until I saw “the property.”
I looked off to the left and saw a trailer; faded blue, white, and rust, and cramped. It was in such sorry shape, that if its residents decided to camp out it would be an upgrade. Not even a real estate agent with a flair for the English language and a penchant for lying could make that place sound habitable, and yet, I was pretty sure I saw a light on inside. I just knew that I didn’t plan on knocking on the front door and asking for directions. I’d seen enough movies to know I shouldn’t do that in a place like the one where I found myself. I was sure that when snow fell there in the winter, the color of the snow would be gray.
I drove on. I believe I had one hand on the wheel and the other on my gun. I was sure that if we did encounter someone named Vernon Pitts that there would be a graveyard next to his house, and there would be two open graves, already dug, for Lou and me. I wondered if we could get back-up quicker than Pitts could dig a couple more graves.
I tried to rid my mind of such thoughts and focused on Jennifer. When I did, things seemed to change to a lighter shade of pale. I didn’t cheer up for long. My mind clicked back to the matter at hand. I wondered if anyone would ever find our bodies. I knew that someday, when fast food restaurants inhabited this part of the county, that someone would find Lightning, pale yellow and rust, with her doors tore off and her hubcaps removed. But then I couldn’t remember if she had hubcaps.
We traveled almost a mile before I looked off to the left and saw a burned-out trailer. I doubted if the locusts had done that. It must have been Freddie, Jason, or the Indians. I wondered if the former residents of that trailer had moved to the place we had just passed. The only other building we saw on that road, and I use the term building loosely, was a small house that looked like it was only one termite short of the roof collapsing to the floor. I was sure that no one lived there, and doubted if anyone had since Garfield (the President, not the cat) was shot, which might have coincided with the last time the road was paved. But then I figured only one vehicle traveled that road each day. At least on a normal day. The day I was there, the road traffic doubled, provided Pitts had left his abode to go to work.
With nothing else to do, and a flat road in front of me, I decided to name the area where we found ourselves. As I drove on, I named both sides of the road. The right side I named Dead Tree Acres. It was nothing but flat land with lots of trees with no leaves. The left side I named, Past Its Prime Estates. At one time, probably during the California gold rush, the left side of the road was home to two trailers and somewhat of a house. If I’d surmised correctly, the population had decreased by two-thirds. I didn’t figure that anyone would ever bother the other third, and that person lived much closer to civilization than Vernon Pitts, provided there was a Vernon Pitts.
I looked over at Lou. He thought my look meant it was his turn to talk.
“Cy, couldn’t we just give this guy a call and have him come in and answer our questions?”
“That’s fine with me, Lou. Holler loud.”
“Huh?”
“He doesn’t have a phone.”
“Not even up on the telephone pole.”
“Do you see any telephone poles out here, Lou?”
Lou felt the question meant it was time for him to shut his mouth. I didn’t even have to remind him that we didn’t have a phone, either. Well, I had my monstrosity at home, but the cord didn’t reach as far as Fog Bottom Road. I made a note to call and see how much a longer cord cost, but then I didn’t think I’d make a second trip out this way, even if I lived to tell about it.
Things continued on a downward spiral until I passed a dirt road, well hidden, because it was on the dead tree side of the road, and there were a lot of dead trees.
As we zipped by, Lou asked, “Do you think that could have been his road, Cy?”
“Did you see a sign that said it was a road? I didn’t. Anyway, George said Pitts’s road is just before this road dead ends. If we get to the end of this road without seeing another dirt something or other, I won’t drive on into the river. I promise you that. Instead, I’ll turn around, and we’ll go back and explore that path you saw.”
A few seconds later, we realized that it was indeed Vernon Pitts’ road that we had passed. We also learned that the brush on both sides of the road grew close enough to the road that there was no place wide enough for me to turn around.
I stopped, looked over at Lou, and decided I didn’t want to park with him. So, I backed up slowly until I passed that dirt path a second time. This time I signaled so that all the buzzards would know what my intentions were and turned onto a bumpy dirt path that was worse than anything we had encountered up to that point, if that was possible. Actually, there was an occasional piece of gravel left over from the previous regime, but that didn’t make the going any better. There was no need to post a speed limit sign. I wasn’t sure that Lightning was going to hold up at the five miles per hour I was driving. I contemplated having Lou get out and push us to Pitts’s place. Instead, I asked him another question.
“Should we park here and walk, Lou?”
The look he gave me told me his answer without him uttering a word. We trudged on, bouncing this way and that. George had told me the “road” was a little over a mile long. I looked at my watch and figured I had time to ask Pitts two questions when we finally got there and still get back to that finely paved Fog Bottom Road before dark. And then I thought I heard a noise. I couldn’t tell if the two banjos I heard playing were real, or merely figments of my imagination. If someone was coming after me, they were going to have to run at least five miles an hour, or have a gun. If they started shooting, I was going to have Lou lean out the window and shoot back, to hold them off for a while. I didn’t know how many bullets he had, but I was sure it was more than Barney Fife’s one. I also wasn’t sure how good of a shot Lou was. It had been some time since we’d had target practice, and he wasn’t moving away from the target the last time he shot. And then I remembered. Not only didn’t I know how good of a shot Lou was, but neither would our attackers. Maybe one shot would send them on their way. I guess we could circle the VWs if someone started shooting at us, but then we didn’t have enough bugs to circle. I guess we could get out and hide behind Lightning, unless Vernon Pitts started shooting at us from the other direction. Oh, well. I gave up thinking and trudged on, one rut at a time.








 
Chapter Twenty-Six
 
 
The country musicians only had time to play the song five or six times before I heard a different sound in the distance. Evidently we were getting close to Pitts’s place. We passed the end of the row of dead trees and I spotted a house in the distance. It was one a realtor would have trouble renting, but it looked better than anything I’d seen since I turned off the county road. I could almost hear the winter wind whistling through the cracks. I studied those cracks to see if someone had a shotgun pointed at us. I didn’t see one, so we pressed on those final few feet. Someone had laid boards where grass usually grew. I wondered if those boards used to be part of the house. I realized that out there boards were essential. In case it rained and you didn’t want to get mud between your toes. It was that kind of place. I remembered the comments George had shared with me about Pitts, so I made sure I had my gun with me. I also located the noise we’d heard on our way down the bouncing path. I looked over and saw the delinquent pounding nails into a tree stump. He looked up. We got out. Cautiously.
“Boy, is your dad at home?”
He stopped hammering long enough to answer.
“Yep.”
There was silence until he started hammering again. I wondered if I’d already met his grandmother, who lived next door to another one of our suspects. I decided to reopen the conversation.
“Could you get him for us?”
“He’s out back.”
Lou and I took off around the house. The delinquent caught up with us. 
“You might not want to get too close. He’s in the outhouse.”
The delinquent ran ahead.
“Hey, Pa! There’s a couple of men here to see you.”
“Who are they, Boy?”
“Remember the time you took me to the circus and all them clowns got out of that little bitty car.”
“Sure do.”
“Well, I think two of them clowns have come to see us. The others might still be in that little car they come in. But these guys got guns.”
“Boy, tell them we ain’t got no still.”
I told the boy we weren’t there about a still.
“Pa, he says he ain’t here about no still. Can’t tell if he’s lying or not. His lips is moving.”
There was no response from inside the outhouse, and then the outhouse door banged opened and Vernon Pitts walked out.
I decided to take charge.
“Are you Vernon Pitts?”
“Who wants to know?”
“I’m Lt. Dekker with the Hilldale Police Department. This is Sgt. Murdock. We need to talk to you.”
“I ain’t done nothing wrong.”
“I didn’t say you have, Mr. Pitts, but we still need to talk to you. Alone.”
“Boy, go back around the front and do whatever it was you was doing. This won’t take long, will it? I have to make the boy some supper. I promised the boy wieners and beans tonight. Ain’t nobody likes wieners and beans like my boy does, and he says ain’t nobody fixes ’em like I do. I would invite you to stay for supper, but we ain’t got but one pack of wieners, and I ain’t much on eating with cops anyhow. Let’s get this over with. What say we go on over there and have a seat on the lawn furniture?”
I didn’t see a pump where he washed him hands, and Pitts wasn’t the kind of guy who used sanitary wipes, so we refrained from shaking hands. Besides, he didn’t look like a hand shaking kind of guy.
Boards led from the house to four rusty metal chairs. It was the closest thing to lawn furniture in sight, so we followed Pitts over, and when he sat in one chair, Lou and I followed suit and plopped down in two of the others. 
“What’s this here all about?”
“Mr. Pitts, tell me about Saturday.”
“What about Saturday?”
“What did you do?”
“Let me see. Oh, yeah! The boy and I went to town. Had to buy a few things, and then I told him if’n he was good I’d take him to that fair. Wasn’t much of a fair. The boy got bored. Wasn’t much for him and Jay Bob to do.”
“Jay Bob?”
“My sister’s boy. We met Jay Bob and his pa in town. The boys wanted to check out that fair thing. About all the boys liked was the food. My boy ate four chili dogs. My boy can really put it away, he can.”
“So, was your boy good?”
He grinned.
“Depends on your definition of good. Boys will be boys from time to time.”
“Did he do anything to upset anyone?”
“No. Well, come to think of it, there was this here one guy who got a might upset when my boy ran into his tent and almost knocked over some of his stuff. He got rough with my boy. The boy come and told me about it. I went over there and walloped the guy a couple of times. After that, he didn’t bother my boy no more.”
I refrained from telling Pitts that the way some other people told the story he, Pitts, was the one who received the walloping.
“This guy have any problems with anyone else?”
He grinned again.
“Yep, there was this here one guy. He was mad about something. He had one of that guy’s wooden sculpture things in his hand and he acted like he was going to hit him over the head with it. I was hoping he would, but he chickened out.”
“Did you offer to take his place?”
“I would’ve likened to.”
“Anybody else seem to have a problem with him?”
“I don’t know. I didn’t hang out there watching him all day.”
“But did you go back later and see the guy with the puzzles?”
“What guy with the puzzles?”
“The guy who had a problem with your son.”
“Thought about it, but no, I didn’t. Wish I had, though.”
“So, what time did you leave the park?”
“I don’t know. Wasn’t too late?”
“Before dark?”
“Oh, way before dark.”
“Mr. Pitts, we have some people who say they saw you there about dark and you were looking like you wanted to go back and do something to that man.”
“Well, I thought about it, but I was afraid he would raise a ruckus, call the cops or something. Is that the reason you’re way out here? Did he call you guys on me?”
“Didn’t have a chance. Someone murdered him on Saturday.”
“Well, I declare. Serves him right, but it weren’t me. He was still breathing when I left.”
“So, you beat him up a little before you left?”
“Just that one time I told you about.”
I wondered what Pitts had or had not done. At least I knew I was able to add another name to my list of those who wished harm to Kincaid, but claimed not to have murdered him. The list was getting longer. My job was to shorten the list to one name. I wondered if Pitts was the one name I should keep on my shortest list. I hoped not. I didn’t wish that boy of his on anyone else. There was something about him that told me he couldn’t be trusted any more than his dad.
I figured I wasn’t going to get anywhere with Pitts, and I didn’t want to press my luck because he had been behaving so far, so I told him that was all the questions I had at that time, but I might be back. He didn’t seem too happy about a return trip. I didn’t care whether he was happy or not. I didn’t relish a return trip, either. Maybe I would send George to pick him up. After all, George was familiar with the area.
I got up and Lou followed suit. I refrained from following the line of boards around the house, or the ones leading to the back door, and walked around the house to the hammering delinquent. The tree stump continued to take his abuse. When he heard us, he stopped hammering, looked at us, and grinned. There was something about his grin I didn’t like.








 
Chapter Twenty-Seven
 
 
Pitts’s yard was much wider than Foggy Bottom Road, so I did one-half of a figure eight and headed off toward the dirt path. I floored it. We had at least fifty feet to the first rut. 
“Well, Lou, what do you think about this guy?”
“Well, if the weekly Bible study is at his place, I don’t want to take part.”
“I don’t see that happening anytime soon. What about the likelihood that he’s our murderer?”
“I’m more inclined to think it was his son.”
I laughed.
“Me, too, Lou. Me, too.”
I counted the bounces until Lou continued. 
“Well, Cy. I’d say he’s up there with a couple of others. Still, I wonder if something like this is enough to cause one man to strike another man down. All Kincaid did was reprimand his kid.”
“Of course we don’t know the tale his kid told. Maybe the kid stole Kincaid’s cash box and Kincaid caught him and was going to turn him in, and Pitts stepped in and hit Kincaid to keep his son from going to jail. It could be that the murderer didn’t mean to murder Kincaid. Maybe just steal his money. And after he or she found out the first blow killed Kincaid, they hit a few more times to try to disguise what happened.”
“Those blows definitely disguised Kincaid. That’s for sure.”
“And as you know, Lou, we’ve seen men murder for a lesser reason that grabbing someone’s kid by the collar. Still, there must be something missing. Someone must have had more of a motive than we’ve been able to discover. And while we’re going over our list of likely suspects, let’s don’t forget the women. Even though both of them seem like they belong at the bottom of our list. Maybe today’s clue will give us some insight. What was it again?”
“A nightmare.”
“That’s it. I’d forgotten all about my next-door neighbor. She must have done it. Frank didn’t say anything about the body having any bite marks that might have been caused by a yippy dog, did he?”
“You’re the one who talked to him, Cy. But I think your next-door neighbor might have been more likely to bite him. Did Frank check his neck?”
I laughed, although the way we were bouncing up and down going from one rut to the next, it sounded more like a hiccup. 
Our venture away from Pitts’s emporium on Crawdad Lane seemed as slow as our ability to ferret out a murderer. I counted the murder of crows watching us from the dead trees and wondered if Alfred Hitchcock was nearby. It seemed like our return to civilization was actually more sluggish than our trip out, but it might be that it seemed that way because darkness was approaching. Well, we still had several minutes of daylight left, but definitely less than an hour. I looked out through the dead trees, thought I saw a guy with a chainsaw and no face. I increased Lightning’s speed to six miles per hour.
A couple or three days later, we burst out of the overhang of dead trees and spotted a real road and the overgrown brush in the field on the other side of it. I also noticed an outhouse. I assumed that at one time there was a house to go with the outhouse. I slowed and thought I saw the remains of a foundation, or a poor man’s imitation of Stonehenge. Well, there were a few stones, but I don’t know how many of them were unturned.
Lightning lurched up onto the road and turned toward town but seemed to limp along like she had done on the dirt path. It was then that I heard the sound I most didn’t want to hear. No. There weren’t bullets whizzing by over our heads. Nor was my next-door neighbor standing by the side of the road hitch-hiking. No, it was much worse than that. Well, not much worse. Just in the same neighborhood.
Panic gripped my face as I heard a “thump, thump, thump, thump.” Lou turned and looked at me, a terrified look on his face.
“Lou, I hope that’s your heart I hear.”
“Sorry, Cy. Tell me that’s not what I think it is.”
“Lou, this ain’t the movie Bambi, and there’s no rabbit with big feet out there. Well, there may be a rabbit, but not an animated one.”
The next thing Lou said told me he wasn’t thinking rationally.
“Don’t you have AAA?”
“As a matter of fact, I do, Lou. Do you by any chance have a blanket, some wood, and some matches?”
It took Lou a minute to comprehend that the only way men with landline phones would reach AAA would be by smoke signals.
Dejectedly, two men about to be late for their dates crawled out of the car. I walked back and looked at the driver’s side rear tire. An optimist would have said, “Well, it’s only flat on the bottom.” At that point I wasn’t an optimist, and the fact that my hand rested on my gun kept Lou from commenting.
I opened the trunk, and gave a sigh of relief when I spotted the spare tire. Another sigh escaped when I found the jack and was able to slide it under the car. I jacked up the car. Lou removed the lug nuts. By the time we were ready to replace them we needed my flashlight. I looked at my watch. We weren’t late for our dates yet, but we would be by the time we made it back to town, and we no longer looked like we were spruced up for a date. I tossed the flat tire into the trunk, slammed the trunk shut, and let out another sigh of relief.  Lou and I got back in the car and I started Lightning up again and took off.
“Thump. Thump. Thump. Thump.”
“Cy, don’t tell me you changed the wrong one.”
“No, dummkopf. Don’t you get it? That juvenile delinquent didn’t pound all of his nails into that tree stump. How many years do you think they’ll give me if I go back and let off a little steam?”
“Maybe we just sneak by and steal Pitts’s truck.”
“I’d say if we go back there after dark for anything we’d end up dying of lead poisoning.”
“You’re probably right, Cy. Two of us might make too much noise. Why don’t I wait here with Tweetie, while you go and steal the truck?”
“Her name is Lightning, and she’s mine. I’ll listen for the sound of the truck, be ready to jump in when you get back.”
Our nonsense was making us even later for our dates, so Lou and I got out again, slammed the doors shut. I don’t know why. The second series of thumps had to be another flat tire. This time Lou identified a tire flat on the bottom on his side of the car. Well, he did after I handed him the flashlight. I contemplated driving Lightning back to town with one flat tire, wondered how much damage that would do. I lifted the trunk, hoping that a second spare tire would materialize. It did not. I stood there, hands on both hips, wondering what my next move would be. Somehow I figured the next motorist to pass by would be Pitts when he went to work the next day. I wondered how likely he would be to give us a ride back to town with me with a stranglehold on his son.
“Any ideas, Lou?”
“Let’s get back in, sit down, and mull this over.”
We both turned toward the car, walked up and pulled on the door handles at the same time. I can’t exactly say that our feeling was euphoric when we discovered that Lightning’s doors were locked. I wondered what I’d done to make God so angry. I didn’t know, but I thought back to a conversation from a few minutes earlier when Lou had reminded me that God’s message for the day was “a nightmare.” It was indeed that, and I couldn’t see where our clue of the day was going to help us solve a murder. My most brilliant idea of the day was one of my first, when I heard the clue of the day and told Lou that we should stay home.
Lou interrupted my thoughts.
 “Cy, I don’t think it can get any worse than this.”
Immediately, I wished he hadn’t uttered those words, because I knew they would come back to haunt us. It didn’t take long. Less than five minutes later, as two less-than-stellar cops stood on a poorly-paved country road angry and dumbfounded, we learn that all the rain doesn’t pour down in April. God saves some of it for October.
“Cy, do you have an umbrella?”
I refrained from telling him there was one in the backseat. Instead, I reached into the trunk and yanked the tire out.
“How does that help, Cy?”
He soon found out. At least the trunk would provide a little bit of protection from the rain. He climbed in beside me, wondering whether or not he should pray for someone to come along. I didn’t echo his prayer. Thoughts of dueling banjos still rattled in my head.
Some people learn the first time they make a mistake and don’t repeat the same mistake. Lou isn’t one of those people. Once again he uttered those famous last words, “It can’t get any worse than this.” Once again it got worse.
The sky lit up. The light wasn’t from a second moon. More of a jagged streak accompanied by a loud noise. Then God repeated them for effect. Let’s just say that we were wise enough that we knew that one type of lightning meant we were to scurry from another Lightning.
Quickly, I hopped out of the car, hoping to do so before I became fried. Rain pelted down upon my head, and every other part of my anatomy. I’d heard never take cover under trees during the rain, even if those trees are already dead. Another lightning flash motivated me.
“Let’s go, Lou! Let’s head for that outhouse.”
A rational man wouldn’t have said what I did, nor would he have taken off running, but there were no rational men on Soaked Cop Road, or whatever road we were on that night. I clutched the flashlight in my right hand, much like I clutch the controller for my Wii every day. I huffed and puffed most of that quarter mile back to that outhouse, but thankful that my Wii Fit routine each day got me in good enough shape that I was able to reach the outhouse without having a coronary. Lou kept pace, even passed me when I hit a patch of mud, slid a few feet, then, ran out of one shoe. I went back and retrieved the shoe, just in case I lived long enough to need both of them. I ran up to the outhouse and stopped, turned the wooden slat, and opened the door. I shined the light in, closed the door again.
“What’s the matter, Cy? Someone in there?”
My brain was too waterlogged to realize whether he was serious or making a joke. I opened the door again, shined the light on all those cobwebs. At least there were no occupants. At least I hoped there were none of the four-legged variety that I’d failed to see. I didn’t even think about those kind with six or eight legs. Surely there were some of those. And then I thought of those crawly creatures. I wondered if Lou and I were bitten and died in an outhouse if someone would eventually find us. I wasn’t sure. No one would be curious if a strange smell emanated from an outhouse. I wondered if Lou had similar thoughts.
God got our attention again as another flash of lightning and clap of thunder motivated me some more. I used the flashlight like a light saber or a man playing the Swordplay game or Wii Sports Resort. I ridded the only dry place within a mile of as many cobwebs as possible. I got so carried away I banged the flashlight against the side of the outhouse, hurt my hand, and dropped the flashlight. I managed to rescue it just before it fell into the hole. I’d always been told to be thankful in all things. At that point, the only thing I had to be thankful for was that it was a two-holer. I offered Lou his choice of holes. He stepped in, sat down. I did the same. I turned off the flashlight, hoping that doing so would make our sanctuary seem better. I took stock of my situation. As best I could ascertain, I had one square inch of dry underwear. It didn’t take me long to realize that it gets cooler at night in the fall. I followed that up by realizing that it’s even cooler when you are wet. I shivered.
I told Lou that we should be quiet and not speak unless we came up with an idea that would improve our situation. For the next several minutes that outhouse resembled a monastery.








 
Chapter Twenty-Eight
 
 
As we sat there whiling the time away, I wondered what would happen if someone stumbled upon us and opened the outhouse door and saw two men sitting with their pants pulled all the way up. I wondered who would be the most surprised. Would our antagonist be surprised enough that he would drop his chainsaw? If so, would Lou and I have time to rush him before he could retrieve it? I wondered if I was losing my mind. I figured sitting in a strange outhouse on a dark and stormy night could do that to a person. Especially a person who was already well on his way to insanity.
I pushed a button on my watch, looked at the time. If we hadn’t encountered a nail-driving delinquent, Jennifer and I would have been one hour into our date. As it was, I hadn’t experienced even one kiss, and had no prospects of that happening anytime soon. I wasn’t interested in that happening, not when I considered Lou was the only person around to kiss me. I wondered how long Jennifer would wait before she called the department to report us missing. We were due at 7:00. Would 7:01 be too optimistic? She knew we were working on a murder case and that we had gone somewhere out in the country. Of course she had no idea where we went. Only George knew that, and I couldn’t picture her calling George to see why we were late. Besides, I was sure she didn’t have his number.
I felt she would wait at least until 9:00. Did that mean that the cavalry would arrive by 9:30? I could only hope.
My stomach broke the silence. It reminded me that I hadn’t eaten in a while. I thought about sending Lou out in the rain with the flashlight, hoping he could clobber a groundhog or a raccoon. But then that didn’t sound too appetizing. It sounded even worse when I realized that we didn’t have any matches. Of course, we were close to the water. Still, I doubted if Lou could catch a fish with his hands, and since he was never a Boy Scout, I didn’t expect him to be able to fashion a fishing pole out of a tree limb and nothing else. Even if he was able to catch something other than a cold, I don’t like sushi, and since we still didn’t have any matches, it looked like sushi was our best bet.
I remembered back to the days when I carried Hershey Almond bars with me everywhere I went. If I still had them, and rationed them, they might have been able to keep me rational until we were rescued. And then I remembered that I can’t remember back to the last time I thought rationally.
I stuck my hand in one pocket and then another, hoping to find a crumb of something or other. I’m not sure if I decided to split with Lou before or after I found out I was crumbless. As I sat there thinking irrationally, I wondered if Lightning had been stocked with goodies at that moment if I would have sent Lou out into the downpour to break a window and rescue some junk food.
I continued to sit there. Every now and then a raindrop made its way in through one of the cracks and hit me in the eye. That was okay. My one square inch of dry underwear was still safe. And I was free of mud, except for one sock, looking nothing like I was ready to pick up my date.
I remained as motionless as possible, hair plastered to my head, clothes plastered to my body. Evidently Lou hadn’t come up with any ideas, either. More than likely he was dreaming of Thelma Lou, hoping that one day they could be reunited. My thoughts turned to Jennifer. I looked at my watch again. It was 9:27. Surely she had alerted the department by now that we were missing. They had probably sent a car by my house to make sure I wasn’t there. It wouldn’t be much longer until Lou and I were rescued.
Wishful thinking. I must have fallen asleep because the next time I looked at my watch it was after midnight. It was still pouring rain outside. I listened, but heard no one building an ark. Not even the delinquent was pounding nails at that hour. Being a man who had entered middle age, I realized that I had to go. At least I wouldn’t have to get up and go out into the rain to use the facilities. I stood up, turned around. I turned on the flashlight to make sure I was aiming in the right direction. I wanted to be able to sit down again after I finished. I glanced over at Lou, asleep, probably dreaming of you know who. In a matter of seconds, he stirred from his dream.
“Cy, what’s that noise?”
“Go back to sleep, Lou.”
“But what’s that noise?”
“If you need to know, Lou, I had to go. Okay?”
He laughed.
“Make sure you keep that flashlight off.”
“Are you sure? I aim better if I have it on.”
“Okay. I’ll close my eyes.”
I was pleased that when I sat back down that the seat didn’t seem any wetter. Actually, my clothes seemed to have dried a little bit. But only a little bit.
Evidently, I was able to get back to sleep. No one knocked on the door asking to use the facilities. If so, they didn’t wake me. I thought about opening the door to see if anyone was lying on the ground, fainted. I decided not to. I had no idea if Lou had had to go. If so, I was able to sleep through it. It was after 2:00 when Lou shook me and woke me.
“Cy, did you hear that?”
“Lou, I didn’t go again.”
“I know, Cy, but did you hear that?”
“Don’t try to scare me, Lou. Jason’s still at Camp Crystal Lake.”
“No, Cy, it sounded like a siren.”
“You must have been dreaming. Go back to sleep. Besides. It was probably just the pouring rain.”
I could tell that Lou was staying awake, hoping to hear his siren again.
I didn’t realize how well a body can sleep in an outhouse. When I woke the next time, it was light out, and the rain appeared to have stopped. I got up and stretched, and my movement must have awakened Lou.
“What time is it, Cy?”
“8:23, and it seems like the rain has stopped. Want to check it out?”
“Sure, why not? You coming too?”
I nodded and stepped out first so he could get up and out more easily. I stood there in the high scruffy grass. There was no sun shining brightly on my old Kentucky home, but at least the rain had stopped. I wanted to walk back out to the road, but I noticed that someone had removed the boards that allowed us to walk without sinking down into the mud. It didn’t matter. I didn’t look much like going on a date, anyway.
And then it hit me. Didn’t Jennifer even report us missing? And if she did, didn’t the department take her seriously? Gingerly, I shuffled toward the road, taking care to see that I didn’t step out of either shoe or fall down in the mud. A couple of minutes later, I reached the road, turned, and I felt the pain my face must have been showing.
“What’s the matter, Cy? Just now realize where we are?”
“What do you see, Lou?”
“Nothing, Cy. Just like last night.”
“Not exactly like last night, Lou. There’s no Lightning.”
I waited for him to say there was no rain, either, but his brain seemed to work better in the morning.
“Do you think it was the boy or his old man?”
“Surely that boy couldn’t have stolen your car. I didn’t hear any broken glass. Did you?”
I hadn’t heard anything either, but somehow someone had taken my car.
I rushed up to where I thought we left Lightning, wondering if whoever took it left a ransom note. My not working properly brain began to hope that Lightning would reappear as soon as we arrived, like she hid out among the trees during the rainstorm, and continued to hide from car thieves. Maybe if I whistled she would come.
Lou found a clue before I did.
“Look, Cy! Someone left you a note.”
It couldn’t have been the sun, but something had affected his brain. He saw my unbelieving look.
“No, really! See!”
I hurried to catch up with Lou, looked down at the crumbling asphalt. There, taped to the pavement, lay an envelope, with the name “Cy” written on the front.
“Hey, Cy. How do the kidnappers know your name? Do you think it’s a ransom note?”
Sometimes Lou’s brain works better in the morning, but it doesn’t last long. That time had already expired. I quickly dismissed the fact that Lou and I had had some of the same irrational thoughts.
I leaned over, thankful that I did not fall flat on my face. I found a loose corner of the envelope, and tugged. At least the envelope pealed off the asphalt easily. I ripped open the envelope, pulled out the note inside.
 
Cy,
 
Dan and I stopped by the station after our date last night and found out that Jennifer had called and you and Lou were missing. We went home and called again around midnight, just before Dan was to leave, to see if you had reported in. When we found out that they still had no word from you, I called some of your friends to help form a search party. One of those friends was George, who told us where you had gone. 
Dan and I arrived here around 2:00 and saw your car. Since it was locked and the keys were inside, we figured it had broken down, and you had hitched a ride to town with someone, and had left the car for the towing company. I turned on the siren for a few seconds, just in case you were stranded and were somewhere in the trees and out of the rain. When the siren didn’t cause you to come running, I called, found out that you hadn’t called a tow truck yet, and had one come out to tow your car. Just in case you are still out here somewhere, Dan and I will come back at 8:00 to pick you up. Wherever you are, I hope you are safe and dry.
 
Love,
Heather
 
I put the note in my pocket.
“What was it, Cy?”
“It was from Publisher’s Clearinghouse. It says I may already be a winner, but I have to claim the prize by noon today. Could you call me a cab?”
“You’re a cab, Cy. Now, what does it say?”
I wasn’t about to tell Lou that he had indeed heard a siren in the middle of the night, nor that we missed two rides back to town. 
“It said my car has been towed to town.”
“Any ideas how we are going to get back to town to meet up with Lightning?”
“Let’s pretend like we’re Wiiing. Put one foot in front of the other and walk until we see someone.”
I was starved and wasn’t sure if I had enough strength to make it very far. The look on Lou’s face told me that he didn’t think that was the best idea I’d ever come up with. I knew it wasn’t the worst idea I’d come up with in the last twenty-four hours. I thought about believing Lou the next time he says he hears something, and then realized that that could be scary, too. I tried to think positive. The only positive thoughts I could muster were that the rain had stopped, and neither my next-door neighbor nor Vernon Pitts was within sight. I wasn’t about to share that with Lou, or complain about our ordeal. Just as soon as I did, Lou would comment that it couldn’t get any worse, and then it would. I wasn’t curious enough to think about it. Hail, brimstone? Instead, I was going to focus on my yellow brick road ahead of me. I wondered how far it was to Oz, and if the Wizard would be there when or if I arrived.








 
Chapter Twenty-Nine
 
 
A little after 10:00, we had made it past the house that was still one termite short of falling, and the burned trailer, and, one slow step for mankind at a time, we were closing in on the house that still didn’t look all that habitable, but a little more so than our accommodations of the previous night. It was then that I felt that the strenuous exercise and lack of food had gotten the best of me. A mirage appeared on the horizon, or somewhere on the road in front of us. To show you how badly my brain was muddled at that point, the mirage resembled Lou’s Chevy, and it came with sound effects that had nothing to do with banjos. Someone was honking the horn. A minute or so later, the mirage began to look even better.  There were two people inside who looked like Jennifer and Thelma Lou. Just before running over us, Thelma Lou stopped blowing the horn, hit the brake, and jumped out. Jennifer jumped out, too. At the same time, Lou and I screamed for them not to shut the doors. I’m sure if the movie version will have Jennifer and me running in slow motion as a musical score plays, but the slow motion on my part had to do with my travails of the last sixteen hours. Jennifer, on the other hand, covered most of the twenty feet separating us, and we lunged for each other and embraced without either one of us knocking the other one over, which on my part was a remarkable achievement.
“I was so worried about you,” she exclaimed as she wrapped her arms around me. Then, she dispensed with the conversation and she pressed her lips to mine. She seemed not to notice my disheveled appearance and didn’t turn her nose up at how bad I smelled. I, on the other hand, did notice that she looked like she had had very little sleep. She must have stayed up worrying about me. I was missed.
The two of us, hugged, kissed, and jumped up and down like two children who hadn’t seen each other in years. Okay, she did most of the jumping, although with her help and her arms wrapped around me, I was able to elevate onto my tiptoes at least a couple of times. She asked me what happened. We were far enough from Lou that I shared the whole story of our less than enchanted evening. I didn’t count how many times she said, “You poor thing.” I figured she must love me. No one who wasn’t in love would hug someone who smelled as bad as I did that many times. After several minutes of seeing stars, hearts, and Cupid, it hit us that we could leave. Besides, I was tired and needed a shower. So did Lou. I glanced over at him. From what I could tell Thelma Lou was as glad to see him as Jennifer was to see me. Sometimes love is blind. Sometimes it loses its sense of smell, too.
 
+++
 
The girls decided that Lou was in no shape to drive, even though he hadn’t been drinking, so Thelma Lou drove, and Jennifer called the department to let everyone know that Lou and I had been found, and where they found us. Luckily, she spared them all the details. Neither Lou nor I wanted to take the girls on a tour of all of our haunts from the previous day and night, so Thelma Lou whipped through the tall grass on the scruffy side of the road and turned the car around and headed for Hilldale.
We were halfway back to town when we spotted our first vehicle, setting at the side of the road with its lights flashing. Actually, there wasn’t enough room for a vehicle on the side of the road. The cruiser was actually in the lane we were in. Thelma Lou had just enough room to pull up beside the vehicle and the couple in the other car motioned for Lou to roll down the passenger side window. Heather was driving. Dan was riding shotgun. They informed us that they were our safe passage back to town. Evidently, we needed more safe passage because a few seconds later George came barreling over the hill. He stopped in time to avoid a head-on collision, waited for Heather to pull ahead so we could follow, then made a U-turn and pulled up behind us.
Lou said we were starved, hadn’t eaten since lunch the day before, and that we needed to stop at McDonald’s on the way back to town. Jennifer got out to relay the message to Heather. Heather said that was fine, but that they were giving us an escort back to the police station. I cringed in the back seat. There would be questions. I didn’t want questions. With questions come answers. With answers, embarrassment.
We arrived at McDonald’s. As Heather pulled into the drive-thru ahead of us, she dispensed of the flashing lights, and pulled up to order. She ordered something for Dan and herself, then pulled up and waited for us, and for George, bringing up the rear.
As soon as we pulled back out onto the street, Heather set the lights to flashing again, and I turned around to see George do the same. I wondered how many Hilldale residents would wonder who the head of state in the 1957 Chevy was.
Heather drove slowly enough that I was able to finish my early lunch just before we pulled up in front of headquarters. At least that’s what they called it when I came on the force, and I still call it that today. Evidently, someone in one of the other cars alerted those inside, because people started pouring out of the building, cheering, and throwing confetti. Okay, maybe there was no confetti, but that was probably because confetti is so hard to get on such short notice.
Reluctantly, I got out of the car. George commented on how nice we looked. I halfway expected him to pull out a can of air freshener or deodorant and start spraying. More than likely the fact that we were outdoors saved us. I tried to stand where no one was downwind. Actually, I would have preferred that no one was upwind, either.
Some of our friends shared about how worried they were for us when they heard that Lightning had been found riddled with nails, and the two of us were AWOL.
Heather hugged Lou and me. I think she hugged me a little longer. I wondered if Jennifer was getting jealous. I must admit I enjoyed the hug, but not the questions that followed.
“Where were you guys?” Heather asked.
It was at that point that Jennifer almost became an ex-girlfriend, as she turned into the spokesperson for the lost duo.
“They were holed up overnight in an outhouse.”
I tried to slink down and crawl away, but we were packed so tightly that slinking was impossible. Immediately, I knew that it would be months before anyone would approach us without sniffing. I quickly pointed out that it was an outhouse that hadn’t been used in years. That didn’t seem to help. If Jennifer’s declaration wasn’t bad enough, the other pin-up on my wall followed that up with something equally incriminating.
“Where was this outhouse?”
I wasn’t quick enough. Lou bellowed it out before I could stop him. I cringed. I knew what was coming next.
“So, you’re saying that it was near where we found your car?”
Before I could imply that it was at least a couple of miles from there, Lou belted out a, “That’s right.”
“So, why didn’t you come out when I sounded the siren when we got there around 2:00?”
Again, I tried to sneak through the crowd, away from Lou. A smelly hand grabbed my shirt by the collar. An odorous armpit hovered nearby. Once he had me where I couldn’t get away, he slithered up next to me.
“So, it was all a dream,” he whispered in my ear.
“She should have sounded it a second time. Everyone knows it takes the first noise to wake you, and the second one to alert you as to what is going on. Besides, I thought you had the first watch.”
Lou let my watch comment pass, but he let me know that I was the one that pushed the door lock when we both got out of Lightning to fix the second flat. Not only did he let me know, he let me know a little too loudly. George overheard him.
“So, why didn’t you two call a cop? Or Pop-A-Lock? Oh, that’s right. Your phone is at home.”
Sometimes nightmares last into the next day. This was one of those times. The ribbing continued until I informed the group that Lou and I needed to go home and clean up, and then pursue a murderer. Everyone quickly agreed that we definitely needed to clean up. George recommended an industrial-strength car wash, with lots of chemicals and big brushes.
 
+++
 
Jennifer called and found out Lightning was ready. Thelma Lou dropped me off at the garage, and I headed in one direction, while Lou took the girls home before heading back to his apartment so that he could look and smell a little better. There wasn’t a lot of hope for Lou, but at least a shower would make him easier to tolerate when he went back out in public. The two of us got our heads together briefly before the three of them took off. We agreed that both of us needed to go home and clean up. We also agreed that we needed a little time to sit and spend time with God, trying to get back on his good side. We even decided that we could skip Wiiing for one day. Lou told me that when I finished all of that to give him a call and we would talk about how to proceed on the case. I thought about shooting each of our suspects in the leg until one of them confessed. Lou thought that was a little harsh, but that I might consider pistol whipping them. He also told me I could do whatever I wanted to the delinquent who drove nails in Lightning’s tires. I was all for that, but the delinquent would have to come to me. There was no way I wanted to make another trip out that road. If Lou told me that that day’s clue was “another nightmare,” I planned to retire for good. A middle-aged man can only stand so many nightmares in a row. Even one nightmare in a row is a little much.








 
Chapter Thirty
 
 
As I showered, I thought about what to do next. I think it took the hot water and soap to get me focused on the case again. We had talked to everyone except Delbert Cross, the vendor who left early, and George and Myra Ingram, the couple who worked security. I was sure they would tell me that nothing happened on their watch, and I figured they would be telling the truth, but I had to hear it from them. Once we had talked to Cross and got his side of the story, I wanted to talk to Joan Arrington again, to see what she had to say about Earl Clements saying he had given her his Statue of Liberty to return. She had neglected to share that with me. I could see only two reasons why she would have done that. One, he never gave it to her. And two, she had used it to whack Tom Kincaid over the head. For the moment, my money was on Clements as the liar, but I reserved the right to change my mind. From everything I’d heard, she had been smitten with Kincaid.
 
+++
 
I called Lou and told him we were ready to roll. He told me that was much better than rocking, unless it was on the front porch in a rocking chair. Since neither of us had a front porch large enough to accommodate a rocking chair, we decided to get to work and pursue the murderer. Before I hung up I asked him what God’s word was for the day. He told me it had already come true. The words were, “Rescue me.” That reminded me of the song by the same name. I sang it on the way out to Lightning, but not until after I had checked to make sure none of the neighbors were watching.
 
+++
 
Not being good at one thing at a time, let alone two, I quit singing until I’d backed Lightning out of the driveway and started off toward Lou’s place. As soon as I headed off down my street, I sang again, and continued to do so as long as I was sure no one could hear my melodious voice or see my gyrations. I didn’t care what Lou thought. I’d made a fool of myself in front of him on many occasions, and he had returned the favor. I continued to sing as he rushed toward Lightning. I didn’t quit until Lou ripped the door open, sighed, and stood there clutching the door.
“Don’t like my singing?”
“Let’s just say that none of the judges will think you have talent.”
He shut up, but made no move to get in the car.
“What’s wrong with you?”
“I just wanted to make sure I got in before you got out and locked the door.”
“Then why haven’t you gotten in?”
“I’m just waiting to make sure you’re through crying for help.”
 I thought about locking the doors and rushing off to see if Heather wanted to help me apprehend a murderer. Then, I realized that I couldn’t move quickly enough to keep Lou out, and Heather wasn’t my main squeeze. Jennifer was.
“So, what are we going to do, Cy?”
“First, one of us is going to choke the other, and then the choker will be off to look for the murderer.”
He lunged for me in an effort to get his hands around my throat, mouthing as he moved toward me.
“Thanks for reminding me that I owe you one.”
I deflected his comment and drove on.
“Let’s stop and get something to eat first, and then go question that security couple, provided we can find them. Oh, by the way, I tried to get ahold of Cross again. He still isn’t answering his phone. How long do funerals last, anyway? At any rate, if I can’t get ahold of him tonight, tomorrow you and I are off to West Liberty to see if he’s there. After all, he’s still as much of a suspect as any of these other turkeys.”
 
+++
 
We downed our second lunch of the day and headed to George and Myra Ingram’s abode. We found it, but not George and Myra. We knocked on a few doors until we found a neighbor who didn’t molest us, berate us, try to shoot us, or pound nails in Lightning’s tires. Finally, we located the neighborhood watchdog and found out that Mr. and Mrs. Security should be home within an hour. With nothing else to do, we stopped by my house and called to see if the girls wanted to do some short term necking. Jennifer responded, “Depends on who it’s with.” When I told her, “Me,” she said, “I’ll pay for any speeding tickets.”
I had an idea. We had a murder to solve, and I had a woman to romance, so on the way over to Thelma Lou’s I shared my idea with Lou. He seconded my emotion. We arrived at Thelma Lou’s and allowed ourselves five minutes for affection before sharing my idea with the girls.
“Girls, I’ve got a proposition for you.”
Jennifer raised her eyebrows as if she were thinking, “What have you got up your sleeve now?”
“Lou and I have to go question the couple who worked security on the night Tom Kincaid was murdered. Sometime tonight or tomorrow, we have to go to West Liberty to question a suspect, and then go to Danville to ask a couple of questions of the woman whose tent was next to Kincaid’s. I could call her, but I want to eyeball her, see if I can figure out if she’s telling us the truth. I’m sure there’s a motel around West Liberty somewhere, so I was wondering if the two of you might want to go with us, sort of a road trip.”
Thelma Lou chimed in.
“What he’s really saying, Jennifer, is that he and Lou need some back up.”
“Cy, are you sure you wouldn’t rather take Heather? I saw how much you enjoyed her hug after we rescued you.”
All I could get out was, “Now, that you mention it,” before a couch pillow came sailing toward me.
The four of us discussed it, and Jennifer decided that if I was going to eyeball another woman she wanted to be there, so the girls agreed to go as long as there was a motel, and it had a couple of rooms with two double or queen-size beds. I was all for the two beds in a room. There was no way I was sharing a bed with Lou. Thelma Lou and Jennifer might not mind sharing a bed, but Lou and I had already bonded more in that outhouse than I ever wanted to bond with any man, best friend or not.
I used my trusted friend Google and found out there was one motel in West Liberty, a Days Inn. We booked two rooms, said we’d get there sometime around 7:00 or a little after. I checked on Google Maps, and found that the best way to get there was to go through Morehead. So, we would stop somewhere in Morehead for dinner, then head on to West Liberty, check in at the motel. Lou and I would leave the girls there and head to find Cross and see why he hadn’t answered any of our calls. I doubted if he’d gone on vacation, or if he stayed and grieved a while longer after the funeral. But I was getting ahead of myself. The Ingrams were due home around 4:00. Lou and I would stop by my house and his apartment, throw some things in a bag, and head to see what we could learn from the couple who worked security on the night of the murder. If either of them confessed to murdering Kincaid, then we would cancel our reservations.
 
+++
 
We arrived at George and Myra Ingram’s house just as a couple was getting out of a car. I hoped it was the Ingrams. 
“Are you the Ingrams?”
“We are. What can we do for you?”
I introduced myself and Lou.
“I like your car. Is that what the department issues these days? If so, I might check and see if you have any openings. See, I work security part time.”
As proud as I am of Lightning, it was Lou’s car George Ingram was bragging about. See, before we went to their house, Lou and I had gone to his house to rescue clean clothes, and whatever else he needed to look his best the next morning. Then, he got in his car and followed me to my house. We left my car there and took his to go talk to the Ingrams. I’ve often wondered why no one other than single young women ever brag about my car. I floated that around in my mind for a moment, and then realized that I’d rather have some good-looking, young, single female brag on my car than some middle-aged, slightly overweight guy who works security at night. I looked at Lou and smiled. He smiled back, but I knew what I was thinking and what he was thinking were not the same thing. I quit smiling and turned back to the Ingrams. I asked if we could talk to them privately. Ingram looked around like it was already fairly private, but invited us inside. I’m sure he also wondered why in the world the police wanted to talk to him. And then a light came on in his head.
“Is this about that guy who was murdered?”
“So, you heard about it.”
“Maureen Eidorn called and told us. We were shocked.”
“What can you tell us about that night?”
“Not much of anything. Since we never saw anyone the entire night, my guess is that he was already dead before we got there.”
“And what time was that?”
“About five till 9:00. We were scheduled to work from 9:00 until 7:00. Didn’t see anyone the entire night. Well, some cars drove by, but we didn’t see anyone in the park.”
“What about the parking lot? Did you check it?”
“No, we mainly hung out under the Information tent. It got a little cold, but we had a portable heater. Then, ever so often we walked the property, but mainly just the area where the vendors’ tents were. The only vehicles in the parking lot were campers of some sort. The only time we were down that way was when we had to use the facilities. The porta-potties were down that way. Didn’t see anything out of line when we went, didn’t hear nothing, either.”
His mention of the porta-potties brought back our nightmare from the night before. I looked at Lou. He looked uncomfortable too, so I moved on as quickly as I could.
“Do you know which tent was Kincaid’s tent?”
“Not really. Maureen said it was on the last row, but I’m not sure which one it was.”
“Do you remember a vacant space on that row?”
“Vaguely.”
I’d gotten out of the Ingrams exactly what I expected to get out of them. I hoped to find Cross, and hoped he could tell us more. I was sure he could. I hoped he would. I thanked the Ingrams for their time and headed to those two good-looking women who had rescued Lou and me earlier. Well, actually, I was only heading to one of them. I was giving the other one to Lou. I’m nice that way.








 
Chapter Thirty-One
 
 
Lou pulled into Thelma Lou’s driveway and the two of us got out of the car. Jennifer was looking for us and opened the front door to let us in. Lou and I did the chivalrous thing and picked up the girls’ luggage and toted it out to let it bond in the trunk with our belongings. I planned to do some bonding with Jennifer while Lou drove. Some road trips are better than others. Jennifer and I did our best to imitate a young couple at the drive-in minus the movie. Lou kept looking in the rear-view mirror and clearing his throat.
Because it had taken a few minutes to question the security couple and to pack for our road trip, it was almost 6:00 by the time we got to Morehead. I didn’t want to roust Cross out of bed around midnight, so we chose some place quick to eat. The girls didn’t seem to mind. They were just glad Lou and I didn’t have to spend another night in an outhouse. I thought about it as we ate, and on second thought, I wouldn’t have minded taking longer to eat, and having to get Cross out of bed. After all, his not answering his phone was the reason we had to make this road trip after all. And then I thought of our new recruits. Maybe the road wasn’t so bad.
We left Morehead again, went through a wide spot in the road known as Clearfield, and over Clack Mountain. If at some point I decided to ask Jennifer to marry me, Clack Mountain looked like a good place to pop the question. We followed 519 all the way, and a little over a half hour later we were in West Liberty. We checked the girls in at the motel, and Lou and I headed off to see if Cross was back in town, and still alive.
 
+++
 
Lou pulled up in front of a house that matched the address we were given for Cross. There was a truck in the driveway, and a light on inside the house. Maybe the elusive Mr. Cross was home after all. We got out and walked up to the small frame house. I didn’t see a doorbell, so I knocked. I could see through the curtain on the door. A man was lying back in a recliner, asleep with the TV on. I knocked again, louder. The man jumped, looked over at the door, put the footrest of the recliner down, and walked over to see who had awakened him.
“Delbert Cross?”
“That’s right. You here to buy something?”
“I don’t know. What are you selling?”
He laughed.
“I guess you’re not here to buy something. What can I help you with?”
“I’m Lt. Dekker. This is Sgt. Murdock. We’re with the Hilldale Police Department.”
“No kidding. I was just in Hilldale.”
“I know. That’s why we’re here. May we come in?”
He opened the door, curious as to why we were there.
“Wait a minute. You said police. No police would come all this way for something like a traffic ticket. It has to be something more than that, like robbery or murder. Don’t tell me that guy next to me told you I stole something of his?”
“No, guess again.”
“I’m afraid I’m not very good at guessing. Why don’t you tell me?”
“So, you admit you were in Hilldale. And you admit you know Tom Kincaid. So, tell me. Why did you leave early? The fair wasn’t over until Sunday.”
“Just wasn’t selling all that much. I couldn’t see any reason why I should hang around there another day, when I could save myself from getting a motel room and come on home.”
“So, there wasn’t any funeral?”
“Evidently you’ve been talking to someone. No, there wasn’t any funeral, but places like that have a hissy fit if you pack up and leave before it’s over, so I made up a story that I got a call and had to leave because of a death in the family.”
“So, you didn’t book a motel room before you got there?”
“Nope. Sometimes I wait to see how I do the first day. No use spending money on a motel if I don’t do no good. This was my first year there, and I didn’t do diddly. That guy you talked about cleaned up, though, and after he damaged some of my merchandise. I guess life isn’t fair after all.”
“You didn’t by any chance stay in Tom Kincaid’s motel room, did you?”
“Are you kidding? I didn’t even like the guy. Why would I stay with him?”
“Didn’t?”
“Excuse me.”
“You said, didn’t like him, rather than don’t like him.”
“Okay, I still don’t like him. Is that better? What’s this all about? He’s not claiming that I stole something of his, is he? Cause if so, he lying.”
“No, Mr. Cross, he’s not claiming anything, and you’re right, he is lying.”
“I don’t understand. You’ve confused me.”
“Let’s take this a little slower, Mr. Cross. What was your problem with Mr. Kincaid?”
“I got there, set up early Friday, and was gone by the time he got there to set up. Evidently, when he set up he got a little carried away and bumped into my tent and knocked some of my stuff off the table, damaged some of it. When I confronted him after I found some of my stuff on the ground Saturday morning, he denied it. It had to be him. It was on a table that was right smack dab next to his tent. There were no other tents on the side where my damaged merchandise was, and no extra room for anyone to walk between tents. Anyway, I reported him. I don’t think they did nothing to him, and nobody offered to pay for the damage.”
“Well, you’re right about one thing, Mr. Cross.”
“What’s that?”
“Mr. Kincaid did get carried away.”
“So, somebody backed up what I told you?”
“Well, some others confirmed that it happened. I don’t think anyone took any sides. So, anyway, you didn’t do as well as you hoped, and you left early. Tell me about that. What time did you leave?”
“I don’t know exactly. I guess a little after 7:00.”
“About the same time the others left, only none of the others packed up their belongings and headed home.”
“Maybe all of them sold more than I did. I know that Kincaid guy did. People were packing stuff out of there left and right. Say, come to think of it. You look a little familiar. Were the two of you there that day?”
“You’ve got a good recall, Mr. Cross. Maybe you’ll be able to help us on who else you saw there that day. Did Kincaid have any trouble with anyone else?”
“He sure did. At least a couple of guys. One had something to do with some guy’s kid. The other was some customer who wanted to return something. He got mad because Kincaid wouldn’t take it back.”
“Anyone else you can think of?”
“Nope. But I saw both of those guys again before I left. They were still hanging around when I left, like they wanted to do something to Kincaid or his stuff, after he left. Is that what happened? Did someone trash his stuff?”
“Well, some of it was knocked around a little.”
“Serves him right, after what he did to me.”
“Tell me, Mr. Cross, was Joan Arrington, the woman set up on the other side of Kincaid, still there when you left?”
He smiled.
“Was she? They were so wrapped up in each other that I figured they’d end up spending the night together.”
“Draw me a picture.”
“Oh, she was having trouble putting her tent down, or was pretending to have trouble. Anyway, he went over to help her, kind of had his arms around her waist while she got up on the stepstool and put her sides down. She stumbled and fell off the stool. He caught her, and neither one of them seemed to be in a hurry to separate. That was when I walked by as I was leaving.”
“And you said something to them?”
“I might have.”
“Did you notice anyone else when you left?”
“Not that I can think of.”
“You were pretty good remembering us. Maybe you saw the woman who had the tent across the way, or either of those two men you saw earlier, the one with the kid, or the man carrying Kincaid’s Statue of Liberty? Or maybe another man walking toward the tent? See any of them when you left?”
“I’m pretty sure there was another person or two nearby, but I was in an all fire hurry and didn’t pay no attention to who they was. Say, why all these questions? What’s all of this about, anyway?”
“Mr. Kincaid was murdered at the festival.”
“You’re kidding me.”
“I’m afraid not.”
“When?”
“It might have happened around 8:00. We’re not sure exactly.”
“I was on my way home by then.”
“I didn’t say what 8:00 o’clock. I could’ve meant Sunday morning or Sunday night.”
“I figured you meant Saturday night. Anyways, like I said, I was already on my way home.”
“Any witnesses?”
“Well, that woman was still there when I left, and like I said, there might have been a couple of other people, but I can’t tell you who.”
“Nobody saw you pull out of the parking lot before 8:00.”
“Nope. Any witnesses who says I didn’t?”
“Not yet.”
“Well, I’m sorry to hear that Kincaid was murdered. I didn’t like him, but I didn’t want to see him dead.”
“Any idea who might have murdered him?”
“Isn’t that your job to find out?”
“It is, but sometime we rely on helpful witnesses.”
“Well, I hope you find one. Remember, I was well on my way home by the time it happened.”
“Provided it didn’t happen sooner. So, tell me, Mr. Cross, why haven’t you been answering your phone?”
“So, that was you calling me. I never answer out-of-town numbers I don’t recognize.”
“I wish you would have. It would have saved us a trip.”
“But then you would have missed seeing West Liberty, and we wouldn’t have had a chance to have our little talk.”
“I’m glad you enjoyed it, Mr. Cross. Maybe we’ll have another one sometime. Now, that you know who was calling you, if that number comes up again, answer the phone.”
He promised he would, and Lou and I turned to leave, to go back to the motel, and to the girls. The night was still young, although I expected that most of West Liberty were contem-plating going to bed.








 
Chapter Thirty-Two
 
 
“What do you think, Lou?”
“Well, Cross did refer to Kincaid in the past tense, he hasn’t been answering his phone, he was the only one who had a grudge against Kincaid who said he wasn’t glad he was dead, and he did leave early, maybe just after the murder.”
“But Delmont didn’t like Kincaid either, and Edmonds was there about the time of the murder, and Pitts has a temper and a delinquent nail-pounding son, and Clements might have brought the murder weapon, which he or Joan Arrington could have used to murder Kincaid.”
“I see what you mean, Cy.”
“It looks like the only two left are Lois Weddington and Kincaid’s wife.”
“I’d be in favor of Kincaid’s wife if Sheriff Offutt hadn’t said he had seen her in Murray Saturday afternoon.”
“Maybe you should check to see if Kincaid had a plane.”
“Or if his wife has anything going on with the sheriff.”
“That does it. It has to be that Weddington woman. She’s the only one who didn’t have a motive or the opportunity.”
“Unless she was the one standing next to Joan’s tent when Clements walked up.”
“You mean it might have been her instead of Joan Arrington?”
“Well, that doesn’t seem likely, but it is possible.”
“But it seems weak.”
“Exactly.”
“Guess we’re down to Maureen Eidorn or that security couple.”
The two of us laughed. I knew what we were down to. We were down to our wits end. I wondered if the girls could help us recover.
 
+++
 
Lou parked in the Days Inn lot, and we went inside and down the hall to our room. We knocked on the connecting door, and hollered, “Room Service.” Someone hollered, “It’s open,” and I opened the door and saw each of the girls stretched out on her bed, watching TV.
“Is that all you have to do?”
“It was until now,” Jennifer remarked. “Pull up a chair and tell me your troubles.”
“You mean a penny for my thoughts?”
“Cy, I think your thoughts are worth more than a penny. Inflation, you know.”
I tried to figure if she’d given me a compliment or not. I decided to move on before Lou jumped in.
“How about a nightcap?”
“Sounds great. There’s a McDonald’s right across the street.”
The four of us walked over to McDonald’s. Each of us ordered a milkshake and a late night snack we didn’t need, and sat and talked for a while. It was then that Jennifer informed me that she was leaving for home on Thursday. That meant we had the rest of our road trip together, and then she was on her way back home, and I was left with our case, my books, and Lou. She had originally planned to go home on Monday, so we had three extra days together, minus my outhouse experience.
It was almost 10:00 when we left McDonald’s, and all of us were tired. I knew we had a busy day the next day, so we called it a night.
 
+++
 
West Liberty didn’t exactly have a plethora of places to dine, and some of those appeared to be open for lunch only. I’d had more golden arches than I wanted for a while, but we decided that the third time in two days was the charm and walked over for breakfast before we checked out.
We ate, walked back to our rooms to brush our teeth, pack, and check out. I had almost finished packing when someone knocked on the door. I went over, puckered up, and opened the door. The maid stepped back, not the least bit amused.
“Sorry, I thought you were my girlfriend.”
“I doubt if my husband would like that. Anyway, I was just checking to see if you’d checked out yet. No hurry. I’ll clean some of the other rooms first.”
“We’ll be checking out of this room and the next one within ten minutes.”
“Like I said, no hurry.”
I closed the door and Lou couldn’t contain himself. 
“I guess you got turned down, Cy.”
I didn’t bother with a reply.
But then I remembered I had to talk to Lou.
“Hey, Lou. You haven’t given me our clue for today.”
“I’m not sure how much of a clue it is. It’s denial.”
“You mean, like the river in Egypt? Are the four of us going to Egypt?”
“I don’t know. Do any of the vendors live there?”
“Doesn’t look like it. I can think of a couple of people I’d like to send there, though. Like my next-door neighbor and that kid with the hammer and nails. But anyway, I guess you mean denial, like someone can’t come to grips with what happened. Like the two of us spending the night in that outhouse.”
“I’m all for forgetting that night, Cy. I don’t ever want to experience anything like that again. But I suspect that our clue of the day has more to do with someone telling us that he or she didn’t do whatever we or someone else is accusing them of doing.”
“You’re probably right about that. And as for the other, I was going to ask you if you want to go back to that outhouse next Tuesday.”
“Sorry, I already made plans to count the pages in my new books, but you can go. Maybe you can find a one-holer closer to town, and go by yourself. Maybe walk so nothing will happen to Lightning. As for the clue, in time we’ll know for sure what today’s clue means. Now, we’d better hurry up and get out of here or we’ll be late getting home tonight.”
“Don’t blame me. The girls are supposed to knock on the door when they’re ready. Why do you think I puckered and opened the door when the maid knocked? I thought it was Jennifer.”
“What if it had been Thelma Lou?”
“Then I guess she would’ve enjoyed an upgrade.”
Lou was about to respond when someone knocked on the door. Instead, he hurried over, peeked out, and then threw the door wide open. It was Jennifer. Lou leaned over and planted a big kiss on her lips, just as Thelma Lou was coming out the room next door.
“Okay, Hot Lips. Why did you do that?”
“Cy said he was going to do it if you came to the door. I just wanted to give him a taste of his own medicine.”
I reached over and wrapped my arms around Thelma Lou and planted a big kiss on her lips.
As I was putting the luggage in the trunk, Jennifer came up and whispered in my ear.
“So, Other Hot Stuff. How was it?”
“You’re better. And you?”
“Same here. Lou can’t compete with my Cy.”








 
Chapter Thirty-Three
 
 
Unless you are a crow or some other bird that flies straight, there is no direct path from West Liberty to Danville. Google Maps recommended that we take the Mountain Parkway from West Liberty to Lexington, and then proceed south to Danville. This meant that it would take us two-and-a-half hours to get to Danville, and approximately the same amount of time to get back to Hilldale, even though Hilldale is nowhere near West Liberty. At least Lou was driving. And I was in the back seat with Jennifer.
 
+++
 
We were on the Mountain Parkway, my thoughts flitting back and forth between the case and Jennifer, when Thelma Lou interrupted my cross pollination.
“Are you boys in a big hurry?”
“Not especially, but I would like to get back today. Why did you ask, Thelma Lou?”
“Well, Cy, someone told me about this restaurant in Lexington that’s really good. I thought if we have time we might eat lunch there.”
“What’s the name of the place?”
“Sutton’s.”
“What kind of food do they have?”
“Mostly Italian, and they use fresh ingredients in their dishes.”
We had a case to solve, but time to spare, and I didn’t want to deprive Jennifer from eating at some nice place they’d heard about. Besides, she had me at Italian. But the way we’d been eating the last couple of days, I thought I’d better not be in any hurry to leave the house the next few days, because I’d have to Wii until lunchtime in order to continue losing weight.
“Do you know where it is?”
“Not exactly, but I know approximately where it is.”
“You mean like somewhere in Lexington.”
Jennifer poked me in the ribs for picking on Thelma Lou.
“Better than that, Cy. I know it’s on Richmond Road, near Kroger. I checked on the map and it’s only a block or so out of our way. And since you’re not in any hurry, there are a couple of places in Danville I want to stop, too. They’re less than a block from each other.”
“Is this sort of a progressive lunch you have planned?”
“No, the other two aren’t restaurants.”
“Oh, what are they? Clothing stores?”
“No. Bakeries.”
I laughed.
“Remember, Cy, Jennifer and I have to fatten you and Lou up again after that almost twenty-four hour fast you took part in.”
“Believe me, it was not a voluntary fast.” 
I thought of pies, and cakes, and pastries of all sorts, and envisioned the groan my Wii would give me when I stepped on it the next day, not to think of the disparaging remarks it would make to me, asking me what I did to gain so much weight, and pointing out that I was already obese. I made a mental note to mute my TV before I stepped up on the Wii, and I wouldn’t bother to read anything on the screen until I started my first workout.
It was a good thing we didn’t have to make any stops in any other towns besides Lexington and Danville. Of course the Wii could only scream at me once a day, no matter how much I gained, and the mute button would solve that problem. But then I thought of Doc, and he could relieve me of my job if I didn’t keep the weight off, and I didn’t know where his mute button was. Of course, if I lost my job it would mean I would be less frustrated and get to spend more time with Jennifer. I considered pigging out. I contemplated asking Thelma Lou to think of more restaurants and bakeries while Lou drove.
 
+++
 
Sutton’s Restaurant was hidden from all traffic passing by on Richmond Road. It was a good thing Thelma Lou knew to take the first right off of Man O War. Once we turned right, it was right there. We had no trouble seeing it.
We got there a little before noon, so we managed to beat some of the lunch crowd. We even found a parking spot near the door. We got out, walked in, and were greeted and seated promptly.
Luckily, none of us had gotten a big breakfast at McDonald’s, so we perused the lunch menu and were ready to sample a few things. We started off by splitting two appetizers, pepperoni pups and baked stuffed mushrooms. After they arrived and we allowed them sufficient time to cool before eating them, we each plucked one of each and plopped them into his or her mouth. I thought about sneaking back there sometime all by myself and ordering pepperoni pups. The crust, the cheese, the spicy pepperoni were all delicious. It was hard for two of us to nibble and munch, but we followed the girls lead. Both appetizers received thumbs up from all four of us and we figured if everything else Sutton’s served was nearly as good, we had found a winner of a restaurant.
We waited until the appetizers arrived to order the rest of our food. We looked over the lunch menu and each of us selected something different. Thelma Lou ordered French onion soup and a house salad. Jennifer selected a club sandwich. Lou chose a hot brown, and I opted for spaghetti and meatballs. All of us were very pleased with what we ordered, and we were all willing to share. Each of us saw other items on the menu we wanted to try, so we made a note to make a return trip, and told Thelma Lou to thank whoever it was who recommended the restaurant to her. The menu definitely had a good variety, and at reasonable prices. When we had finished, we turned down dessert, and even turned it down a second time when we noticed a Baskin-Robbins across the street when we left. Besides, Thelma Lou planned to storm two bakeries before dinner, and we still had a case to solve.
 
+++
 
When we left Sutton’s, the Lexington traffic in no way resembled the traffic we had left behind in West Liberty. West Liberty’s idea of a traffic jam is when two farmers stop in the middle of the road to talk about the weather. Lexington, on the other hand, has lots of farmers of some sort, and traffic engineers to see that they don’t move. I heard that drivers in Lexington used to mind all the stoppages at lights, but that was before someone invented texting.
We waited for an opportunity to dash out of Sutton’s parking lot into lunchtime traffic. Eventually, Lou prayed and floored it. Once we got out onto Locust Hill Drive, we had stop lights to aid us until we hit the countryside again, and stop we did at most of the lights. Just about every corner had one. It seemed like it was three days later when we turned off of Man O War and headed out Nicholasville Road on our way to Danville. According to what I remembered from studying Google Maps, it was approximately an hour from Lexington to Danville, probably a little more considering the time of day it was. We had gotten to the other side of Nicholasville before we saw more countryside, and before we left the traffic lights behind. A little over an hour after we left Lexington, we arrived in downtown Danville, home of at least two bakeries, and who knows what else. If Danville is like most towns, those most likely to occupy space downtown are lawyers.
We hit the bakeries before searching for Joan Arrington, because we weren’t sure how long those small town bakeries stay open each day. For Thelma Lou’s sake, we got to both of them before they closed for the day. Compared to a lot of Kentucky towns, Danville isn’t small, but it’s not exactly Lexington or Louisville, either.
Our first stop was at Burke’s Bakery, right on Main Street, which according to Thelma Lou, has been around for several decades. Before we went in, we decided to get less than half of what we wanted. That way we could keep the cost of our purchases below one hundred dollars. We walked in, studied the cases, and huddled together. We all agreed that we’d get a brownie loaded with nuts to snack on right then and three different kinds of cookies to nibble on in the car, all of which looked like something I could eat by the dozen in one sitting. Plus, we thought a pecan pie would travel and hold up well until we got home. We were proud of ourselves for being so conservative, but a few nibbles told us that we needed to make a return trip to Danville.
We took our purchases to the car, then walked to the corner, and up a couple of blocks until we came to Church Street. We turned left and soon arrived at The Twisted Sifter. The name scored extra points with me. I hoped what they had to sell was just as good as the name.
I walked in and lost it. Cakes. Pies. Cheesecake. I looked at all the choices of cupcakes they had. There must have been one hundred; chocolate Bavarian cream, chocolate caramel, red velvet, apple spice, chocolate peanut butter banana, pink lemonade, sour watermelon, spiced rum raisin, pineapple upside down, peach cobbler, honey cinnamon, chocolate bourbon-Maker’s Mark, and caramel banana were just a few of them. My eyes were worn out. I’d gained three pounds just looking. Again we huddled. We decided to buy two cupcakes, and eat them then, to see how good they were. That was a bad idea. Once we nibbled, we realized that we weren’t getting out of there empty handed. We huddled again, wondered how many cupcakes we could eat before they got stale, if we ate cupcakes for all three meals. Then, we realized that wasn’t a good idea, so we settled for a dozen. We also found a turtle cheesecake with our names on it. The Twisted Sifter found a lot of our money with their name on it. But everyone seemed happy with the trade. Well, my Wii Fit board wouldn’t be too happy, but it would have to get over it.








 
Chapter Thirty-Four
 
 
We emerged from The Twisted Sifter and walked a couple of blocks back to Constitution Square State Park. Maybe our short jaunt, fully loaded down with goodies, would offset what we had consumed from those two great bakeries. We took our purchases and walked over and took seats on a couple of the benches. We sat, nibbled, and tried our best to get most of the cupcakes in our mouths. Icing has a habit of wanting to take up residence on the outside of the mouth, and cake crumbs want to dribble down the front of whatever it is you are wearing.
We took a few minutes to enjoy the autumn breeze, and the colorful trees that adorned the park. I had no idea what Constitution Square State Park was, or why there was a state park downtown, but from the look of the buildings we saw scattered here and there, I figured whatever led to it becoming a park happened a long time ago. Maybe it could have something to do with one of the Constitutions I studied in school, the document or the ship, or maybe it has something to do with Kentucky that I didn’t have to study, or that I forgot. I felt that if I got bored, or needed exercise after I polished off my share of the cupcakes, I could wander over and read a plaque. Every park of this type has a plaque. I just had to find it.
Twelve bites past enough, we called a truce, and saved the rest of the cupcakes, the cheesecake, and all that we had purchased at Burke’s and had yet to eat, in case we had to spend the night in a four-holer outhouse. Lou and I had the girls check us out for cake crumbs on our shirts and icing on our lips. We were about to question someone in regard to our murder case and we wanted to look our best when we did. Because we had work to do, I refrained from finding and memorizing anything stated on a plaque, and took the next step to finding Joan Arrington.
I had Googled Joan Arrington’s address, and printed the map, so we didn’t waste any time trying to find her street. I was thinking she didn’t work except for making crafts, so I figured we could find her home. Our luck was improving. The house was in town. I saw no nosy neighbor on the porch next door, and saw no little boy with a hammer and nails. And I saw a minivan in Joan Arrington’s driveway. Lou drove two doors past her house and parked. Joan Arrington had seemed nice, but I wasn’t sure how she would react if two couples showed up at her front door, or if she looked out and spotted two women in Lou’s car. Besides, it wouldn’t have looked all that professional. But then I forgot to realize at the time that most people would be uncomfortable if two men knocked on their door. Even one stranger knocking makes most people uneasy. Two strangers usually mean someone stopping by to invite you to a church you don’t want to go to or to convert you to their religion. Or it could be one door-to-door salesman training another. One stranger, almost always means a young salesman who, more than likely, will be off to another job or another town next week. At least our chances were good that Joan Arrington would remember who we were. I’ve been told I make a lasting impression.
Lou and I got out of the car, told the girls we didn’t know how long we’d be gone, and told them to come running if they needed a policeman. Then, we walked over to Joan Arrington’s house and I rang the bell. I felt relief when I heard footsteps walking toward the door. Joan Arrington opened the door, took a minute, and then recognized us. 
“You’re those two policemen from Hilldale. What in the world are you doing here?”
“Well, we had to come to Danville anyway on other business, and we had a couple more questions for you, so we decided to stop by.”
“Well, come in. This is a surprise. So, what can I help you with?”
“Mrs. Arrington, when we talked to you before, I think there were a couple of things you forgot to tell us.”
The smile that had been plastered on her face left in a hurry.
“Like what?”
“We’ve had two or three witnesses tell us that you and Mr. Kincaid were kind of cozy Saturday night.”
“We were not.”
“Are you saying he didn’t touch you?”
“No, he didn’t touch me.”
“Not even when you stumbled when you were on the ladder?”
“Oh, I forgot that. He merely grabbed me to keep me from falling. It wasn’t anything romantic. Besides, I thought I already told you that. The guy’s married for Pete’s sake.”
“At first you forgot to tell me that the two of you had dinner together Friday night, and then you didn’t tell me that he was seen holding you Saturday night.”
“Well, I wouldn’t exactly call it holding me. He kept me from falling. It wasn’t like a hug or an embrace of some kind. Don’t tell me somebody complained because he caught me when I fell.”
“Not to me they didn’t. One other thing, Mrs. Arrington. You also didn’t tell me that before you left Saturday night that Earl Clements stopped by your tent and gave you the Statue of Liberty he bought from Kincaid, and asked you to return it to Kincaid, and to tell him that he was stopping payment on the check he gave him.”
“What? Maybe the reason I never told you that is because it never happened.”
“Clements said he gave it to the woman whose tent was next to Kincaid’s, that he gave it to her as she was zipping her tent getting ready to leave.”
“Well, if he told you that he’s either lying, or he’s mistaken.”
“I have no idea if he was lying, but I doubt if he was mistaken. No other woman would be zipping your tent. At least I don’t think one would. Do you?”
“Of course not.”
“You didn’t find anything missing from your tent Sunday morning, did you?’
“No. Was there something missing from someone else’s tent?”
“No, but we haven’t any report that someone was standing next to anyone else’s tent. Did you see Clements Saturday night, about the time you were getting ready to leave?”
“Not that I recall. I told you about that other man, the man who came to buy some puzzles from Tom. Best I can remember, he was the only person I saw just before I left, and he was still with Tom when I left.”
“Clements knew about that man, too, so Clements had to have been there. Do you have any idea why he would say he gave the statue to you?”
“Of course not. Well, not unless he’s the one who killed Tom, and he’s trying to place the blame on someone else. Or I was the most likely person he could think of to say he gave the puzzle to. Maybe he saw me with Tom and felt I was as good of a person to blame as anyone. I have no idea whether he was there or not. All I know is that neither he nor anyone else gave me anything to give Tom.”
“I don’t guess you would have happened to find one of Kincaid’s Statues of Liberty on the ground shortly before you left.”
“Of course not. If that guy you are talking about was really there on Saturday night, he probably came after I left. Of course there were still a few people in the park when I left, but I can’t tell you who, other than Tom and the guy who came to buy some puzzles. The others were merely shadows in the distance. I didn’t pay any attention to any of them except to know that we weren’t the last people to leave the park. As for whether they were male or female, I have no idea. The only ones I saw close enough to identify was Tom’s late customer and the guy set up on the other side of Tom.”
“Speaking of the guy next to Kincaid, did you see or hear him pull off?”
“No. Really it’s a blur as to whether he left first or I did. I know he went by one time when Tom was helping me with my tent, but I can’t remember if he came back again as I was leaving, or not. I thought he did, but maybe he didn’t.”
As far as the returned puzzle was concerned, there was nothing I could do. It was one person’s word against another.  I couldn’t see Joan Arrington killing a man she was falling for, even if she wouldn’t admit that she was interested in him. I knew that at least part of what Clements said was true. But why would he admit to being there, if he was the murderer, and why would he make up a story about Joan Arrington if he wasn’t the murderer? Like each of the people I’d questioned earlier, there wasn’t enough evidence to arrest Joan Arrington, and I couldn’t think of any other questions to ask her, so it was time to end our abbreviated conversation.
“Well, I guess that covers it for now. Thank you for your time, Mrs. Arrington.”
“I’m sorry you had to come all this way for nothing.”
“Oh, it wasn’t for nothing. Like I said before. We had other business in Danville. I’ll let you know if I think of anything else you can help me with.”
“I can’t imagine anything else I can do to help you. I think you’re better off looking somewhere else.”
“Maybe you’re right, Miss Arrington. Maybe you’re right.”








 
Chapter Thirty-Five
 
 
I looked at my watch on the way back to the car. It was 2:47. Still early. We got to the girls and conferred with them to see how they wanted to spend the rest of the day. They said if we weren’t in any hurry they would like to stop and have dinner in Lexington, since Lexington had many more choices than any other town we would go through. Lou and I said it was fine with us.
On the way back to Lexington on a road that the locals had told us had been under repair for quite some time, we found a store that sold all kinds of handcrafted items. Since none of us had bought a handcrafted item since Sunday, we felt we needed to stop in and peruse the aisles. There was a lot to see, so we were there almost an hour, which I’m sure was longer than most people spend there.
When we left that store we knew we had approximately forty-five minutes to come up with a place for dinner. Lou and I deferred to the girls. They chose our restaurant in a way quite different from the way Lou or I would have chosen. They took out their phones, touched different places on the screen, and connected to places I wouldn’t know how to connect to, unless I was on my computer. When Jennifer saw that Lexington had a Carrabba’s she told us that she had one near where she lived and she loved their food. The fact that both Sutton’s and Carrabba’s were Italian restaurants did nothing to defuse Jennifer’s suggestion. While Sutton’s is an Italian restaurant, I was the only one of the four of us who ordered anything Italian for lunch, and I can eat Italian several days in a row.
Carrabba’s is in a shopping district the locals know as Hamburg. Some people who live in Lexington tell me that Hamburg is the German word for confusion. They say if you can find something in Hamburg, it means you are lucky, the place you are looking for can be seen from the street, or you have stumbled upon this place before. Carrabba’s fits description number two. It can easily be seen from Man O War, if you are brave enough to take your eyes off your texting and/or the traffic that is surrounding you. And believe me, if you are around Hamburg at some time other than when wolves are howling and vampires are prowling, there will be traffic around you. The trade off, according to the locals, is that most places in Hamburg are worth going to. Hamburg has more restaurants than most towns in Kentucky, and according to those who have been there, Carrabba’s is at or near the top of that list.
Most restaurants have the same appetizers. Maybe the look of the onion, potato, or nachos varies slightly from one restaurant to another, but it’s basically the same thing. It was refreshing to find a restaurant like Sutton’s that gave us a unique appetizer in pepperoni pups at lunch, and once we arrived at Carrabba’s and had a chance to check out their menu, we found some unique possibilities there, too. We decided to split two appetizers. I suggested that one of them be zucchini fritte. No one had a problem with that, and once the slices of zucchini arrived, everyone complimented me on my choice. The dipping sauce was worthy of sucking through a straw and ordering more, and although I might have considered doing something like that at one time, I figured I had been refined, and refrained from doing so. Even if I haven’t been refined, I would have done my best to improve my manners with the girls with us. The menu called the sauce for the zucchini roasted garlic aioli. I had no idea what that was. I know what garlic is. It’s something that is supposed to be good for you unless your objective is to kiss someone who hasn’t partaken of any garlic. While I hoped for a few kisses, the person I planned to kiss had partaken of said garlic. At any rate, whatever the aioli was, it was good. And it was a word that would make Pat Sajak and Vanna White proud. No other word with so few letters contains more vowels that can be bought.
For our other venture into the pre-entrée course, we ordered a grilled chicken pizza. It had an Italian sweet and sour sauce, pine nuts, scallions, and Romano, fontina, and mozzarella cheeses. The pine nuts reminded me of Euell Theophilus Gibbons, although his choice of tree nuts was wild hickory, and the scallions, reminded me of rapscallions, which I assume are a little different. I wasn’t smart enough to tell one cheese from another, but I liked the blend. So did the others.
We each ordered a different entrée. My choice was Spiedino Di Mare, which for all you non-Italians was shrimp and scallops coated in bread crumbs, grilled, and topped with lemon butter sauce. It came with a salad with dressing you can’t see through, and for my side I chose Tag Pic Pac. That’s a fancy way of saying really good spaghetti with tomatoes and those other things that make it taste good. Jennifer ordered Mezzaluna, which is half-moon ravioli with chicken, ricotta, and spinach, in a tomato cream sauce. Lou chose Lobster Ravioli, and Thelma Lou selected an Italian favorite of many people I know, Chicken Marsala. Like so many of their dishes, we were stuffed before we got to the dolci (dessert). We waited a few minutes before we paid the bill and waddled out the door. Boy, was my Wii going to be upset with me.
 
+++
 
As Lou drove back to Hilldale, I couldn’t help but think of how different our last few days had been because the girls were with us. If Jennifer hadn’t come to town I would never have ventured to the Hilldale Art & Craft Fair, and wouldn’t have added a few new Kentucky authors to my reading list. Well, I would have, but only after someone discovered Kincaid’s body. Who knows? Maybe no one would have gone inside of his tent before the event ended if I hadn’t done so. And I don’t want to think of what my life has been like after I questioned those first few suspects in town. Even if I discounted the fact of who knows how we would have gotten back to town if the girls hadn’t reported us missing, our trips to West Liberty and Danville would have been much different without the girls. Instead, we would have taken a couple of months to recover from out trek out into the country during which time Lightning would have rusted from neglect. Then, we would have hopped over to West Liberty and back in the same day, without a stay at the Days Inn. The next day, we would have made the longer trip to Danville, but minus our stops at Sutton’s, Burke’s, The Twisted Sifter, and Carrabba’s. More than likely we would have pulled through a drive-thru at lunch, and eaten dinner alone when we returned home. Sometimes we forget how much better our world is when we have females in our lives. But we don’t forget for long. At least, I don’t.
Thelma Lou interrupted my daydreaming with a comment and question from the front seat.
“You know that Jennifer is leaving in the morning. Do you have time to come over here for breakfast and to see her off? We’ve got all these goodies we bought. None of us are in any shape to finish them off tonight. What do you think of a sugar rush tomorrow morning?”
I spoke before Lou could.
“Jennifer can give me some sugar any time she wants.”
She laughed and took the hint. Lou gave me a look that said, “Cy, next time you can drive,” and then refocused his eyes on the road. 
It was well after dark when we arrived at Thelma Lou’s. To be almost exact, it was a little before 9:30 when we touched down accompanied by fond memories of our day. It was a great day, but I wasn’t sure we were any closer to apprehending a murderer. Thelma Lou asked us what time we wanted to reconvene for our bon voyage party, and Lou and I, at the same time, said, “Noon.” Cooler heads prevailed, and we agreed to show up at 10:00. We would sleep in. Maybe I would catch a murderer in my sleep.








 
Chapter Thirty-Six
 
 
As is many times the case when I’m really tired, I had a nightmare that night. Any dream that has my next-door neighbor in it is a nightmare, whether I have it at night or during the day, whether I’m asleep or awake. In my most recent nightmare, I found myself on a country road. Lightning had broken down and I was soaked after being caught in a downpour. So far, my dream matched my reality of a few days earlier. But soon, the two would part ways. In my nightmare, I looked up. The moon cast shadows on the tombstones that towered over me on both sides of the road. Things were bad until some of those shadows started moving. A pack of wolves were about to have me for dinner. I started to run, when, off in the distance, headlights burst through the gloom of the night. Afraid of the bright lights, the wolves slunk back behind the tombstones. I was about to be rescued. Seconds later, the car grew abreast of me and stopped. I looked at the two people inside, and immediately began to seek out the wolves. But a claw reached out from inside the car and corralled me by the collar. My next-door neighbor held me until she could open the car door and get out. The young boy, who sat beside her, who carried the hammer and nails, jumped out and ran around the car toward me. He started hitting my feet with his hammer until I could feel nothing but pain. And then he hit me on the knee. My knee jerked, but I couldn’t get away. The boy and my next-door neighbor spotted an outhouse nearby, and they began to drag me toward that outhouse. They took me and shoved me inside that smelly edifice. The boy started to hammer the door shut, but my next-door neighbor shouted at him to wait. Then, she climbed inside with me, and hollered, “Now.” I felt myself clawing at the door, trying to get out, but to no avail. It was then that I woke up, sweating, but still clawing at the door. After I was awake enough to think clearly, I looked around, and saw that my next-door neighbor was not around. Then, I turned the doorknob and stepped out of the closet, and once I could breathe normally again, I fell back into bed. If I was going to have nightmares like that, I planned to check with the doc to see how I could get insomnia.
 
+++
 
The next morning I woke up earlier than I expected and after getting my blood circulating, I stepped up onto the Wii board. I smiled as it informed me that I’d lost quite a bit of weight. Then I put my second foot on the board and reality sank in. I unmuted it after I was sure it had quit calling me names like Cupcake Belly and Cheesecake Butt, or whatever it was calling me. For the next few minutes I kept gyrating, even after my body hollered for me to stop. I hollered things like, “Take that, cupcake,” and “You, too, cheesecake,” and other tidbits that made no sense at all. I was sure it was all a reaction to my nightmare, and my battle with the Wii troll.
I collapsed onto my recliner, until my coronary had passed, then stumbled off to the bathroom. I showered and spent a few minutes with God, but it was still a little early to call Lou, so I reached over and picked up the latest issue of the AARP magazine, which had come the day before, while we were gone. I glanced at the cover and was fascinated by an article called Age-Proof Your Brain. Now, people would line up to say it was a little late for me, but I flipped the magazine open to page 52, and glimpsed at the article. The article said pretty much what I expected it to say, like do aerobic, strength, and balance exercises, which I was already doing, and eat plenty of fish, vegetables, fruits, and nuts, which I had recently begun to do. It also talked about making friends and getting together with them. Lou and I had been friends for a long time, but now I had a new friend in Jennifer. I wanted to get together with her as much as possible. When I got to number six, I picked up a pen to take notes. Six was called Spice It Up, and it named several spices to include in my food; black pepper, cinnamon, oregano, basil, parsley, ginger, and vanilla. All of them were said to help those leetle gray cells, as Hercule Poirot called them. I wondered if vanilla ice cream counted as vanilla. I got so absorbed in reading the article that I lost track of time until Lou called to see where I was. It was 9:40. We could still make it if I got my rumboogie in gear and headed out the door. Regardless, I doubted if the girls would lock the door on us if we were a little late. My mind drifted back to the article. I wondered if I should take some black pepper, cinnamon, oregano, basil, parsley, ginger, and vanilla to sprinkle on my cupcakes. I quickly filed that away to use the next time we made a trip to Danville.
Even though Lou said we were in danger of being a little late, he still had time to play mind games when he called. He pretended that I was so late that he hadn’t waited on me, but had gone to Thelma Lou’s on his own.
“Oh, weren’t you there, Cy? Boy those cupcakes, that pecan pie, and that turtle cheesecake were delicious. But they didn’t compare to that kiss Jennifer planted on my lips before she left.”
“If you shut up I promise to share my nightmare with you after I stop by to pick you up.”
“Oh, that’s okay, Cy. I don’t want your next-door neighbor. She’s not my type. Remember, I already have my dream girl.”
We had wasted another couple of minutes. It was 9:42. Enough of this gobbledygook. I needed to get off the phone so I could leave and pick up Lou, and then head for my sugar.
I walked out my back door to where I’d left Lightning a couple of days earlier, when we left on our road trip. I almost stumbled over a tricycle, hammer, and bucket of nails that I found in my path. They were setting next to the sandbox. All the way over to Lou’s I thought of ways I could get even with George. I thought of mailing my next-door neighbor a love letter, signed as if George had sent it, and include his address. But I figured that if I did, God would send me back to that outhouse, maybe for a whole week. I wondered why George didn’t get punished when he did something bad to me, but God always punishes me, even if I only have bad thoughts about someone else.
 
+++
 
Lou and I arrived at Thelma Lou’s and Jennifer did her best to make me feel welcome. Lou watched for a little while and acted like he was going to throw up, until he and Thelma Lou tried to copy us. It was a poor imitation. There is only one original.
We had consumed four of our dozen cupcakes after we left The Twisted Sifter, so that meant we had two cupcakes each for breakfast. Actually, to get a better idea of what we liked, Jennifer and I split our four cupcakes. She cut each cupcake down the middle, but I think her cutting was a little off-center, and my piece of each cupcake was slightly larger than hers. Of course, we didn’t do this until we drew numbers, and one at a time we each selected a cupcake until there were no cupcakes left. We all did our best to imitate immaturity, as we dotted each other’s nose and licked it off. As we did this, we worked in teams. Jennifer and I worked on each others noses, while Lou and Thelma Lou did the same on the second team.  They didn’t dot and lick as well as we did.
The girls knew that Lou and I had a case to get back to, so around 11:00, we dispensed with the fun and games and divvied up the turtle cheesecake and pecan pie for later. I took one-half of each to my house for Lou and me to turn to any time we needed any inspiration. I couldn’t help but think back to those days when this was a normal occurrence for us.
Thelma Lou cut hers and Jennifer’s delicacies in half. If Jennifer got hungry on her long drive home, she could nibble, although most of her nibbling would be on those cookies we’d bought at Burke’s that we were too full to finish. Lou and I received our share of those, too. We needed to solve the case soon, because I needed to get back to losing weight.
We had postponed Jennifer’s departure (and ours too) long enough. I walked Jennifer out to her car, with Lou and Thelma Lou ten paces behind. We kissed and hugged and shared sweet nothings, and then the second team moved in to say their goodbyes. The three of us who weren’t leaving town walked out to the street, and stood and waved until Jennifer’s car was merely a spot in the distance. After a couple minutes of thanking Thelma Lou for all of her ideas and making the last few days so much better, Lou kissed her goodbye.








 
Chapter Thirty-Seven
 
 
Lou and I headed to Lightning. We needed to get back to the case.
“Say, Lou, did God give you today’s clue, yet?”
“Lincoln Rhyme.”
“I see. There was a young man named Lincoln, who read about a wooden shoe voyager named Blinken.”
“Don’t quit your day job, Cy. Oh, I forgot, you already have, sort of. Anyway, that’s the start of a limerick, and not a very good one.”
“Capitalized Limerick is in Ireland, and the small limerick is a rhyme, which matches today’s clue. I assume God didn’t give you any more information this time, like for instance, what it means?”
Lou gave me the “will you ever learn” look which told me the answer was “no.”
“That’s okay, I’ll check with my friend when we get to our house.”
Lou’s raised eyebrows told me he didn’t have a clue what I was talking about.
“Mr. Google. I don’t know how I was able to solve a case without him.”
“Are your sure it isn’t Miss Google, Cy? And anyway, maybe you were able to solve all these cases because you had a good sergeant with you all along.”
“I don’t know about that, but you are a cut above Schultz.”
 
+++
 
I parked Lightning in the back of the driveway, like I usually do, and we went in through the back door, so I could show Lou my latest gifts from George. He laughed, and told me he didn’t receive duplicates. I invited him to come over anytime he wants to play.
I unlocked the door, walked in, took off my jacket, and kicked off my shoes. Lou carried in our sweet treats. I told him to set the cheesecake and pecan pie on the dining room table, next to the bowl of nuts. It hadn’t taken the AARP article to get me to eating healthier (except for the last few days). I’ve bought more fruits, vegetables, and nuts since Dr. Littleton harped on me to lose weight or else. I now keep a bowl of various kinds of nuts on the dining room table, although I make it a point not to dip into it more than once a day and I never eat more than a handful of nuts. As Lou and I arrived at my house and I walked past that dining room table, I couldn’t help but think of the peanuts laying there. I know that walnuts, almonds, and a couple of other nuts are better for me, but none of them are cracked as easily as peanuts. Some peanuts are easy to crack the first time you pick them up. Others resist your first effort and cause you to turn them over where they can be cracked more easily in another place. Maybe our case was like those peanuts. Maybe we needed to turn it over and approach it another way. But how?
The question of how made me think of what I had to do next. It was time to head to the computer to see what Google could tell me about a Lincoln Rhyme.
I clicked and learned a little, but not as much as I wanted to know. I found out that Lincoln Rhyme is a character created by author Jeffery Deaver, and that he is a quadriplegic. I hoped that God wasn’t telling Lou or me that we would become a quadriplegic. I needed to know more about Lincoln Rhyme, and I knew just the person who could tell me more. Myrtle Evans. I picked up the phone book and located Scene of the Crime’s phone number.
“Scene of the Crime, where we help you to start solving your mystery.”
“Mrs. E., this is Cy Dekker. I need some help.”
“I’ll see if I can help.”
“Are you familiar with a character called Lincoln Rhyme, created by Jeffery Deaver?”
“Of course.”
“Well, what all can you tell me about this character?”
“Let me hit the high points, and then if you need to know more, I’ve got a lot of Deaver’s books you can read. Lincoln Rhyme is a criminologist. One of the best crime solvers in New York City. But he has an accident at a crime scene, falls through a floor, and it turns him into a quadriplegic. He becomes depressed, but his mind still works, so the police seek him out to solve crimes they are having trouble solving. Rhyme uses Amelia Sachs to be his legs, and she goes to crime scenes, walks them for him, and tells him what she sees. Then, Rhyme instructs the man who takes care of him, Thom, to write everything on a white board, so that they won’t forget anything. Rhyme has Sachs walk the grid and bring him everything she finds that might lead them to the criminal. Sometimes they run scientific tests on what they find. Is that good enough for you?”
“It is for now. Thanks.”
I hung up and turned to Lou.
“Well, what did you learn, Cy?”
“I learned that I am Lincoln Rhyme. I am to remain here while you do all the work.”
“I don’t think that’s it, Cy. I already do all the work.”
“Very funny.”
“So, what did you find out about this Rhyme character that we might be able to use?”
“Well, he’s a quadriplegic. Neither of us are, so I don’t think that’s it. But he has his assistant walk the crime scene, back and forth, and look for clues. I can’t picture you walking the crime scene. Besides, I don’t think there would be much there to see now, so I don’t think that’s what God is trying to tell us, either. And when Frank and his boys went over the scene, I don’t think they missed anything. Rhyme’s minions run tests on what they find, but we haven’t found anything, so we don’t have any tests to run. The only other thing is that Rhyme has the man who takes care of him write down everything they learn on a white board, so I guess that must be it. Lou, it looks like you have some writing ahead of you, and I already have a white board. Do you remember where I got it?”
“No. Should I?”
“Yeah, remember that night, not long after you and I started to work for the department over thirty years ago, when Bob Pritchard told me to get some people together that he wanted to come over and talk to us about something?”
“Oh, yeah. It was Amway, wasn’t it?”
“Yeah, well remember that Pritchard was so nervous that night he was sweating like a rainstorm?”
“Cy, you might refrain from using the word rainstorm for a while, but yeah, I remember.”
“Well, he was so nervous that he forgot and left his white board here. When I remembered to tell him about it a week later, he told me I could keep it, that he had given up on Amway.”
“I remember he didn’t last long. I think it bothered him that some of the guys were calling him Soapy.”
“Yeah, but you know what? Before he quit he sponsored Ty Richards. Remember him? Ty went on to make a boatload of money in Amway and retired from the department at thirty-two. I heard he was making well up in six figures way back then, and I ran into him a couple of years ago. He’s semi-retired now, but he has a house in the Smoky Mountains and another one on one of those ritzy islands near Sarasota, and he said to feel free to give him a call sometime and come visit. Or if we wanted to vacation at one of his homes while he’s at the other, just give him a call. He was always such a nice guy. I think that had a lot to do with him making so much money. He was always wanting to help others. But enough about him. Let me go locate that white board. I think it’s in the back of my walk-in closet in the bedroom.”
I left Lou sitting there and returned a couple of minutes later with a white board and easel. I dusted off the board and placed it on the easel. I couldn’t believe it when one of the markers still worked. I would’ve thought all of them had dried out and we’d have to go out and buy more.
“Okay, Lou, get up and write. Draw a column for suspects, one for motives, and one for whatever information we have so far.”
Lou got up and took the marker. I read off all our suspects, even the ones we didn’t think of as suspects. A couple of minutes later the easy part was done and I was able to read Lou’s writing. Lou followed up by writing down a motive for any of our suspects who might have had a motive for killing Kincaid, flimsy as it might have been.
“Okay, Lou. Now write down anything that we know for sure.”
Lou wrote down, “Kincaid was murdered.” Well, at least it was a starting place.
“And we know he died from a blow to the head. Frank said he was hit three or four times, but only one of those blows was struck while he was still standing, and the first blow was probably all it took to kill him. Who knows why the murderer struck him more than once?”
“Maybe he or she wanted to make sure Kincaid was dead.”
“Maybe. What else do we know for sure? We know that his money was taken. Maybe there were checks too, but we don’t know that for sure. We also know, if we are to believe Joan Arrington, and I think we can, that Kincaid drove to the park Saturday morning. But Sunday his truck and trailer were found at the motel. Kincaid couldn’t have driven them back to the motel, but someone did. Why did someone do that? Draw a fourth column for what we have to figure out. We also have to figure out what happened prior to his death, and what happened afterward, which is where the moving of the truck and trailer fit in.”
“Cy, let’s assume the murderer drove Kincaid’s truck and trailer to the motel. Someone stayed in that room Saturday night, but not Sunday night. You would think it was whoever murdered him, but if so, he or she was both brave and stupid. But that’s not the point I’m trying to make. We’re familiar with the motel. It’s an old one that still uses old-fashioned keys. We saw the key, so we know that all the keys have the room number on them, but not the name of the motel. That means that the murderer was either someone local, who knows what motel uses those types of keys, or someone who was staying there, meaning one of the vendors.”
“Good reasoning, Lou. I think that means we can’t eliminate anyone. But let me add one more category. It could also have been someone Kincaid told he was going to be staying there.”
“Like his wife?”
“Like his wife, or one of the other vendors who might have stayed somewhere else. Not all of the vendors stayed at the Resting Place Motel, you know. We have a few others around town, too.”
“Does that mean we can eliminate Johnny Delmont? He said he stayed in his camper, and he and Kincaid weren’t on speaking terms, so Kincaid wouldn’t have told him where he was staying.”
“No, Lou, I think we need to keep Delmont in the mix. We know that he didn’t like Kincaid, and he had ways to find out where Kincaid was staying.”
“What you’re saying, Cy, is that we’re not able to eliminate anyone, and we’re no closer to solving this thing than we were before we spent that night in the outhouse. Do you think we are pretty sure as to the time he was murdered?”
“I think so. It must have been somewhere around 8:00. We know that all the vendors were there until 7:00 or a little after, but we don’t know how many stayed after that. Delbert Cross said he left before Joan Arrington left, but did he? I think he did, but did he hide in the trees somewhere and come back after she left? At first, Earl Clements said he wasn’t there Saturday night, but then he said he was. He said he came back and gave the Statue of Liberty to Joan Arrington, but she said he didn’t. Which one is lying? We know Wayne Edmonds was there as Kincaid’s last customer. He said he saw Joan Arrington when he got there, but she was gone when he left. But he said someone was there, because a shadow streaked across the open area to Kincaid’s tent shortly after Edmonds left it. But who could it have been? Delbert Cross, the vendor who left one day early? Earl Clements, the disgruntled customer? Vernon Pitts, the angry parent? Johnny Delmont, who said Kincaid stole his idea? Lois Weddington, who introduced Kincaid to some shows? Or Joan Arrington, his next-door neighbor? Or could it have been someone who doesn’t seem to have been able to do it, like Maureen Eidorn, the fair coordinator, George or Myra Ingram, the security people who supposedly didn’t show up until an hour later, or Kincaid’s wife, who the sheriff said was back in Murray when the murder took place?”
“Cy, I can’t see where any of the ones in the last group could have done it. Maureen Eidorn didn’t seem to have a motive, and every time we saw her another woman was with her. The Ingrams don’t seem to have any motive. They lived six hours from the victim, and we have no evidence they ever met. And Kincaid’s wife was a long way away.”
“We say that Kincaid’s wife was six hours away, but actually, in a way it was seven, since Murray is an hour behind Lexington. The sheriff said he saw her in Murray Saturday afternoon. I don’t see any reason he would lie. So, that wouldn’t give her enough time to drive to Hilldale to murder her husband, although murdering him here with her supposedly back in Murray sure is a good alibi.”
“Are you saying she’s the one who murdered him, Cy?”
“No, I’m with you. I don’t see how she could have done it. I’m also not too keen on putting any of the other women on my suspect list. I can’t see where any of them has a motive. All of those with motives seem to be the men.”
“That does it, Cy. Cherchez la femme.”
The two of us laughed. Sometimes laughter was all that kept us going through the tough moments, when we didn’t seem any closer to solving the murder than when we first discovered the body








 
Chapter Thirty-Eight
 
 
Lou and I were hard at work, getting nowhere fast, when the phone rang. Few people have my number. Lou was the one I talked to the most, and he was seated across from me, so I knew it wasn’t him. It was probably my detective skills that allowed me to realize this. I wondered if it could be Jennifer missing me already, or Thelma Lou, who was already missing Lou. Since I was sure the police weren’t after me and I was curious, I picked it up. I soon learned the police were after me.
“Lieutenant, some guy named George Ingram called here, looking for you. He said he thought of something that might be helpful to you in your case.”
I pulled out a pen and wrote down his number. I was curious as to what he knew that he hadn’t remembered when I questioned him. I called him immediately.
“Mr. Ingram, this is Lt. Dekker. I understand you have some information that we might find helpful.”
“Maybe. I just thought of something. I don’t know if means anything or not, but I’ll let you be the judge of that. Last Saturday night, my wife and I were on our way to the park. It was a few minutes before 9:00 and we were just a little over a block away when I saw someone pull out from the side street by the park and almost hit a police car. I didn’t stop to investigate, but I do know the officer pulled over whoever it was.”
Ingram didn’t know if the driver was male or female and couldn’t remember what kind of vehicle it was, but he told me which street the vehicle came from, and I, Cy Dekker, knew the street that the driver pulled out from dead-ends. It goes nowhere except beside the park, and to the park’s parking lot. I planned to make a call and find out who received a ticket on Saturday night. If it was one of our suspects, I would be very interested, but even if it wasn’t, I would question the person and find out if we had another name to add to our list.
I hung up the phone, told Lou what Ingram had said. We talked about it, and something about the whole thing didn’t fit. From everything I could tell, Wayne Edmonds arrived at Kincaid’s tent a little after 7:00. He claimed to be there around a half an hour, but let’s say he stayed forty-five minutes. If so, and if he left then and wasn’t the murderer, that meant that Kincaid’s last customer left him by 7:45. I couldn’t think of any reason Kincaid would have stuck around another hour, and no one said anything about him expecting someone else. However, Edmonds did say something about hearing someone approach Kincaid’s tent just after he left. If so, and if that someone was the murderer, I didn’t think a murderer would hang around for an hour after the murder when the place was deserted. He or she had an opportunity to make a clean getaway. Lou couldn’t see any reason the murderer would have stuck around, either. We also couldn’t think of a reason why the murderer would return to the scene of the crime an hour later unless he or she thought they might have left behind some incriminating evidence. But what could it have been? Would the murderer have gone back to rob Kincaid? If the murderer was one of the vendors, he or she would have known that security patrolled the grounds at night. I doubt if any of them knew what time security arrived, but I would think that most of them thought security was already in place before everyone left. I couldn’t even picture a disgruntled customer returning to the scene of the crime unless he or she left something behind that would identify him or her as the murderer. But, provided Ingram was correct, and I could see no reason why he’d call me and lie to me when I could easily check his story, someone left that park a little before 9:00. We just had to find out who it was, and why he or she was there.
Lou and I studied the board, looked over our list of suspects. Just as I was ready to speak, he opened his mouth.
“Cy, I have an idea. I can think of one thing the murderer would go back to retrieve.”
I too had thought of one thing, but I wanted to hear Lou’s one thing first and see if it was different from mine. It wasn’t.
“Joan Arrington said that Kincaid’s truck and trailer were in the motel parking lot when she left for the park on Sunday morning. They were there later when some of the guys went to check and dust the room, so I figure that Mrs. Arrington was telling the truth. Unless the murderer walked to the park, he or she would have to have gone back to retrieve whatever they drove to the park.”
I picked up the phone to call Ingram again. I knew he told me he didn’t pay any attention to the type of vehicle the officer had pulled over, but I thought he would have noticed if it was a truck pulling a trailer. He did know that much. He thought it was a truck, van, or SUV, but he couldn’t say which, but he did know that whatever it was wasn’t pulling anything. He also thought the vehicle was dark, but then most vehicles would look dark in the dark, unless they were a really light color, like white or tan. Everyone I had talked to drove either a truck or a van. Even the locals. Maybe the murderer drove Kincaid’s vehicle away after the murder, and then went back to retrieve his or her own mode of transportation. If that was the case, I doubted if a lot of tickets had been given out Saturday night, and even if there were, I doubted if more than one was given to anyone whose name I would recognize. Maybe this was the break we needed.
 
+++
 
Lou and I took a break, decided to rest our brains for a few minutes. I headed for plates and knives, and cut a small piece of pie and cheesecake. It reminded me of the old days, only our portions were smaller this time. As I ate and savored each bite I wondered if there were other possible suspects who might live in Danville, or if I needed to ask Joan Arrington more questions. While I enjoyed Jennifer and Thelma Lou’s company immensely, I knew that Lou and I were capable of going to Danville alone, and I felt sure I could find Burke’s Bakery and The Twisted Sifter without the girls’ help. I could even find Sutton’s and Carrabba’s in Lexington.
I weighed my options and felt it would be worth it to Wii a half hour longer for a couple of days. Now, if we could just get the case solved, so we’d have plenty of time to leave town, we could go back to Lexington and Danville and take our time getting there and back. Still, the trip would be more fun if the girls were along, and if Lou drove.
 
+++
 
I didn’t know if I could look online and find out who might have gotten a ticket on Saturday, but I knew I could place a call and find out. At least I thought I could. Actually, I did, but I wasn’t satisfied with the answer I received. Only two tickets were given out in Hilldale on Saturday night, and neither of those was given out in the downtown area. Luckily, I remembered that not every stop leads to a ticket. Some officers are more lenient than others, in certain situations. I asked for the names of the officers on duty Saturday night who might have been in the downtown area and stopped a motorist. I was given four names. I asked how many of those officers were working at that moment. Two were. I had dispatch put me through to those two officers, and then got the phone numbers for the two officers who weren’t on duty. Luckily, I was a police officer and the dispatcher knew me. Otherwise, there was no chance I would have gotten any numbers.
One of the two officers on duty had given out a ticket Saturday night, but not near downtown. Although I didn’t think it would lead anywhere, I asked for the names of those people who received tickets anywhere in Hilldale on Saturday night, and, as I expected, none of the names were familiar. Since I knew that, I didn’t bother to ask the officer the name of the person to whom he gave the ticket. Neither officer who was on duty was any help to me, so I called the two who were not. At the first house, the wife picked up, told me her husband was asleep, told me he would be up in an hour to go to work, and if I could wait, she would appreciate it if I did. I told her I would call back in a little over an hour. I tried the second number and received no answer. A second call a little later to the previously sleeping officer netted me nothing. That officer hadn’t stopped anyone in the downtown area. A second call to the other officer found him still not at home. I called downtown again to see if there was another number where I could reach him. The dispatcher checked and informed me that he left Sunday on vacation and would be back at work on Monday. It was late Thursday afternoon. If we weren’t able to solve the case by Saturday, I planned to call the officer sometime Sunday to see if he gave anyone a warning. At this point, my brain was tired, and so was my body. I was ready to call it a day. I told Lou I had nowhere to go and asked him if he was willing to drive Lightning home and come back in the morning. He told me he would be happy to drive Lightning home and he’d mull over whether or not to return in the morning. I told him to mull over the murder, instead. He said he was capable of mulling both. I wondered if he was capable of mulling either.
I had planned the rest of my day. I would Wii for a while, and then fix myself a salmon salad for supper. Maybe the combination of exercise and eating good food would help me lose some of my ill gotten gains. And then I remembered that Lou and I had agreed to save the rest of the cheesecake and pie and eat them for breakfast. I needed to have a talk with God, suggest that He change the types of foods that put weight on us. On second thought, I nixed that thought. He already knew I had thought it. I hoped He didn’t punish me for having the thought.
 
+++
I looked at my watch. Ordinarily when Jennifer or I return from seeing each other, whichever one of us traveled will call the other to let him or her know that they arrived home okay. But Jennifer knew that Lou and I were working on a case, so she told me to call her when we decided to call it a night. I could tell by the time that she was either home, or almost home. I picked up my phone and dialed.
“Is this that wonderful, gorgeous creature who spent the last few days in Hilldale?”
“Well, one of those is correct. I did spend some of the last few days in Hilldale. Were you the guy who arrested me when I was there?”
“I’ll have you know that I didn’t try to stop anything you wanted to do.”
Jennifer laughed. It’s nice when others know you are funny, especially when the one who laughs is the one you want to impress.
“I was just checking to see if you got home okay.”
“No, this big storm came up and I had to pull over and spend the night in an outhouse. Good phone reception here, though.”
“That isn’t even funny.”
“No, I don’t guess it is, Cy. Yes, I got home about a half hour ago. Didn’t have any problems except missing you all the way home. Have you solved your case yet?”
“No, I was too busy thinking of you. We did get some leads though, and both Lou and I are optimistic that we’ll have it solved by Monday.”
“Does that mean that you’ll be down to see me on Tuesday?”
“I thought you were going to move up here.”
“I’m still thinking about it, seriously. I can think of one really good reason to move up there.”
“Oh, and what is that?”
“Don’t you remember? Sutton’s, Burke’s, The Twisted Sifter, and Carrabba’s.”
“Any other good reasons?”
“Well, there is someone there that helps me enjoy those places a little more.”
“Only a little more?”
“Well, maybe a lot more. Enough that I’ll be dreaming about him tonight.”
“So, it’s a guy, is it?”
“Yep. One of those law enforcement types.”
“You have to watch those guys.”
“Oh, believe me, I do, every time I see him.”
We continued our sweet nothings that would make most eavesdroppers gag, and then after a few more minutes of infatuation, we hung up. Even after we hung up, I continued to think of her a few more minutes, and then did what I needed to do. I went to bed.








 
Chapter Thirty-Nine
 
 
I went to bed early Thursday night, so when I got up Friday morning my head was clearer than it had been in a few days. I was immediately able to think of the things that were bothering us the most. Earl Clements had told us that he gave the statue to Joan Arrington. Joan Arrington had told us he did not. Did that mean that one of those two was the murderer, or had one of them lied for an entirely different reason, and if so, what was that reason? Could one of them be protecting someone else? If so, who? We also knew that whoever murdered Kincaid had robbed him, too. At least someone had robbed him, and my money was on the murderer. I wondered if there was some way we could find that money. The other thing we had learned is that someone, probably the murderer, had been pulled over by a police officer sometime after the murder on Saturday night. At least, I didn’t see any reason why George Ingram would lie to us, and I figured that Kincaid was already dead before 9:00. If not, maybe the police stop meant nothing.
At any rate, I had thought enough without having Lou around, so I planned to wait until I could bounce these ideas off him. He would be here soon enough. It was time for me to read my daily devotionals and pray, exercise, and shower.
 
+++
 
“Lou, we have a statue, two stories about it, money, and a pullover. Can you make anything out of that?”
“Let me see. The statue might be the bird in The Maltese Falcon, the money could allow us to take a much-needed vacation to Gatlinburg, or if we have enough of it, some exotic island, and the pullover could be the one my Aunt Bessie got me for Christmas. How did I do?”
“You were closer before you opened your mouth. I’m talking about the case, and you don’t have an Aunt Bessie.”
“Cy, are you telling me she died?”
“No, I’m telling you that you never had one.”
“Are you saying I’m adopted?”
“No. Just special. But don’t give up hope. They’re still holding out for a cure. Now, are you ready to work on this case or not?”
“Okay, what have you got?”
“Remember the statue, the two stories, money, and a pullover?”
“I don’t like pullovers. They always mess up my hair, and I’ve never seen a cop wear one.”
“Lou, I’m talking about a police pullover.”
“They make a special kind for cops?”
“We’re talking murder here.”
“Now, Cy, I think you’re going a little too far. I don’t plan to wear a pullover, but I wouldn’t murder someone over something like that.”
“Well, I’m contemplating that option, if the dumb sergeant doesn’t start cooperating. Now, what do you think about the conflicting stories about the statue, and the driver one of our officers pulled over near the park the night of the murder, and how do you think the robbery plays into this?”
“Oh, that’s easy, Cy. One of those two is lying, which means that one of them is probably the murderer. If we wait, he or she is liable to spend some of that money and allow us to catch him or her, or we could go ahead, make a call, and find out who was pulled over the night of the murder.”
“I’ve already done that, Cy. Evidently the officer who pulled someone over is on vacation this week.”
“Which is where we could be too, if we were the ones who had Kincaid’s money.”
“Well, I doubt if he made enough for a trip to that exotic island, so we might not be able to go any farther than Gatlinburg. But we have to solve this case before we can go anywhere, so have you got anything to contribute?”
“You ain’t ever had a friend like me?”
“That’s for sure. You’re different, Lou. So, what’s the matter? Don’t tell me you wrecked Lightning?”
“Okay, I won’t tell you, Cy.”
“You mean you wrecked Lightning?”
“No. I’m a good driver.”
“Then what’s with this friend stuff?”
“Our clue of the day, Cy.”
“You’re my clue of the day?”
“No, our clue of the day is ‘You ain’t ever had a friend like me.’”
“You know. I’ve heard that before.”
“I know. I just said it.”
“No, I think it was in a movie. Maybe The Lion King.”
“Well, I know how you can find out, Cy.”
“Google, here I come!”
I went and Googled, and found out it was a song the genie sang in Aladdin.
“I wonder if this means we’re about to get three wishes.”
“Somehow, Cy, I doubt it. Got any other guesses?”
I thought about it.
“Well, Lou, we’re either to think of Aladdin, a genie, or the word friend. I wonder if this means that Kincaid was murdered by a friend.”
“If so, Cy, then it must have been one of those two women, either Joan Arrington or Lois Weddington. But why would a friend kill someone? Maybe we’re supposed to think of the word friend in some other context.”
“Like what?”
“Maybe God wants us to think about this a little bit. Otherwise He would have sent us an envelope with the murderer’s name in it.”
“Yeah, and enough evidence to convict him or her.”
“Cy, this sounds to me like it is something best tackled after we tackle the rest of the pecan pie and cheesecake.”
Lou was making progress. Or was he regressing? I thought back to just a few, short months ago. The new Lou would never had uttered the words “pecan pie” and “cheesecake.” The old Lou devoured such delicacies. I looked at him. He didn’t seem to be gaining his weight back. He must have his Wii in hyperdrive. Maybe I could get him to show me how I could do the same.
I got out some plates and glasses. We sat down, finished eating the rest of our stash, and savored every bite of it. I hoped our sugar intake would replenish every one of those leetle gray cells Poirot talks about.
 
+++
 
I leaned back in my recliner. Lou sprawled out on my couch. Both of us were sure that God wanted us to be comfortable while we thought about what He was trying to tell us. Neither Lou nor I could see that what God wanted us to see had anything to do with best friends. As far as we knew, Kincaid didn’t have a best friend. At least not one at the art and craft fair. And best friends are not usually the people who are most likely to murder you. I tried to think of friends in every context I could. I got nowhere fast. After a few more frustrating moments, I did what any red-blooded detective would do. No, I didn’t make a mad dash for the nearest donut emporium. I sprang up out of my recliner and plopped down in front of the computer. Again, I wondered how I ever solved any murder without Google.
I keyed in the word “friend.” In a matter of seconds, I was reminded of the TV show that everyone except Lou and I had watched all those years it was on. Me, I’d seen one episode, and that only recently, and that’s when I fell in love with Jennifer Aniston. Jennifer Aniston. The former love of my life. The second best looking Jennifer God ever created. I refocused my eyes and my mind on the computer. I needed to scroll down. I was definitely getting off track. The next few notations did nothing for me, but then I saw it. The new kind of friend. A friend on Facebook.
“Do you think this could be it?” I asked Lou.
Evidently, I asked him a little too loudly. My question woke him, and he stumbled to his feet to see what I had muttered.
“Do you think God meant for us to try Facebook?”
“Cy, if He hadn’t meant for us to use Facebook, he wouldn’t have invented Facebook.”
“Actually, I think he let someone else do that, and I don’t think every invention has been a good one.”
“But I don’t see anything wrong with Facebook, Cy, unless you overuse and abuse it.”
“But that’s not my question. Do you think that God wants us to use Facebook to solve this murder? Do you think today’s clue for the day has to do with Facebook?”
“If so, why didn’t God just say Facebook?”
“Because He wants us to do part of the work. Otherwise, every now and then He would just lean over from heaven and zap some of the bad guys into jail.”
We were getting nowhere fast. I told Lou to be quiet so I could mull over how Facebook could help us solve the case. He mumbled something and went back to lie down on the couch and be quiet. I think he was having withdrawal symptoms from Thelma Lou. Here she was in the same town we were in, and still it bothered him that we had to work on this case and he didn’t get to see her as much as he wanted. I tried not to think about how much I wanted to see Jennifer.
I sat there for a few minutes and contemplated our dilemma. Finally, I felt that I needed to go to my Facebook page to receive God’s message. As soon as I did, Lou popped up off the couch again, pulled up a chair, and was at my side. Maybe he wanted to help. Maybe he wanted to know if he was my only Facebook friend. At least that wasn’t as humiliating as having someone watch you weigh on the Wii. Or exercise on the Wii.
I keyed in Tom Kincaid’s name, went to his info, read his history, looked at his friends, and checked out his photos. I found nothing that told me he expected a particular person to murder him. He had few friends on Facebook, all of them seemed to be guys who lived where he did, and none of their names were familiar to me. I needed to move on. I needed fewer suspects, not more of them.
I looked up at the white board, still with all our suspects’ names intact. I started at the top, keyed in the name to see if he was on Facebook. He was. I clicked on his page to see what I could learn about him. His recent history included no confession of murder. I’d heard that some stupid criminals boast of their criminal activity on Facebook, or provide video evidence on YouTube.
I scrolled down and read each of his postings, found nothing incriminating. I clicked on suspect number two’s friends, read each of their names. No light came down from heaven and illuminated my computer screen, so I moved on his photos. There were only a few. Again, nothing enlightening. I decided to repeat the process and selected one of the women. It was as I expected. She had posted more often, had more friends, and had posted more photos than the guy I’d just studied, but I still found nothing that told me she was a murderer. I thought I was in the right place, but I wasn’t sure what information I was to use, or how I was to use it. I turned to Lou who already had his palms upraised. He was either praising God, or telling me not to shoot the messenger, just because he couldn’t figure it out, either.  I thought of sending him back to the couch for another nap. Evidently, it takes pecan pie and cheesecake longer to work their way to the brain than I thought. And I’d always heard the words a sugar rush. In my case, the sugar wasn’t hurrying.
It was another thirty minutes before I thought of combining the clue of the day with what we needed to know. I didn’t expect anyone to admit on Facebook that they sold double the amount at the art and craft fair that they expected to sell. I doubted if anyone had admitted to robbery, so I didn’t expect to find out on Facebook who had doubled their take. Nor did I expect to find out who got stopped by a cop on Saturday night. Those are not the kinds of things you admit, especially if you were pulled over just after murdering someone. Well, some people had, but I was assuming my suspects were smarter. The only other thing I could think of was the difference of opinion between Earl Clements and Joan Arrington, as to whether or not Clements gave his statue to Arrington, so that she could return it to Kincaid. If one of them was lying, surely that one was the murderer, but was there any scenario where both of them could be telling the truth? If there was, I didn’t see it.
I continued to think about the case using Facebook. And then it hit me. I wondered how many of my suspects were on Facebook. At least two of them were. And I wondered if Facebook would let me print their photos. I keyed in every name on my list. The only one who wasn’t on Facebook was probably the only one on my list who didn’t own a computer, Vernon Pitts. If he had one, his son would have driven nails into the monitor the day he hooked it up.
I didn’t know what to do next, so I did what I usually do when I’m electronically challenged. I called Larry, one of our computer experts downtown. In short time I was told that he could download any photos I was allowed to see, and then after downloading them, he could print them. I read Larry a list of everyone on my suspects list, and then added three more names to the list. I also told him to see if he could find a photo of Vernon Pitts. He told me that I could pick up the photos after lunch. Lou and I continued to look at all the information each of these people had put on Facebook, and see if anything gave us any ideas. After falling short again, I switched off the computer and Lou and I headed to lunch.
 
+++
 
“So, Cy, what if Clements identifies Joan Arrington’s picture as the woman he gave the statue to?”
“I’ve been thinking about just that, Lou. I think I’ll be able to tell whether or not he’s telling the truth. Of course, it’s quite possible that he remembers Joan from earlier Saturday. After all, he purchased something from her. I’m hoping that won’t influence him when he looks at her photo.”
Time would tell if my idea would help us grow closer to identifying and arresting the murderer.








 
Chapter Forty
 
 
Lou and I enjoyed a good lunch away from home, which means we ate more calories than we should have. We headed downtown to see if Larry had finished printing pictures for me.
“Look at these, Cy. All of them look good to you?”
“No, some of them look a little on the ugly side, but these should do the trick. I recognized all but one of them. That’s all I wanted.”
I went to the parking lot and separated the pictures into two groups, men and women. Then, I drove to Clements’ house, and God was with us. We found him at home.
“You’re back again. What do you want this time?”
“And it’s good to see you again, too, Mr. Clements. I just want to follow up on something. You said you gave the statue to the woman in the next tent. I talked to her, and she told me you didn’t give it to her. I just want to make sure we’re talking about the same person, so I brought you a photo. Is this the woman you gave the statue to?”
He took the picture, looked at it quickly, and handed it back.
“I think you’re trying to trick me, Lieutenant. This woman doesn’t look a thing like the woman I gave the statue to. I know it was getting dark, but this isn’t the woman.”
I took back the picture of Jennifer I had showed him. I was hoping that he would comment on how good looking she was, but he didn’t say anything. Maybe he knew that the woman in the picture was my main squeeze.
“Hold on a minute, Mr. Clements. I have pictures of other women who were there at the fair. Let me get them out of the car and you can look at them and tell me if it was any of these women you gave the statue to.”
I could tell I wasn’t the best thing that had happened to him all day, but he had no recourse but to wait while I returned to the car and gathered up more photos. I picked up the stack of women’s pictures, straightened them, and hurried back to Clements.
“Take your time, Mr. Clements. I want you to look at each of these pictures carefully, and tell me if it was any of these women to whom you gave the statue.”
“You might as well come in. We might as well be comfortable.”
I really didn’t think he cared whether or not Lou and I were comfortable, but he wanted to sit down if he had to look at that many photos.
As I instructed, he took his time, looked at each picture carefully, and then returned them.
“Sorry, but it wasn’t any of these women. But I did give it to a woman. It just wasn’t any of these. Come to think of it, I think I’ve seen her before somewhere, which means it’s probably someone local. It might even be someone you know.”
“Why don’t you describe her to me?”
Clements gave me a description of the woman. I listened intently. Lou did the same. At first nothing registered, but when I looked down to the top photo on the stack Clements had handed back to me, it hit me.
“Mr. Clements, I have an idea who it might have been. Can I use your phone?”
He handed me his cell phone, saw I was confused, so he showed me how to use it. I stepped out on the front porch and made a call. In a few seconds I had the name and address I sought. I stepped back inside the house and asked Clements if I could use his computer.
In a couple of minutes I had arrived at Facebook. Luck was with me. Cara “Rusty” Parsons, the redhead who was seated behind Maureen Eidorn in the information booth when I was there, had a Facebook page. I called Clements over, and he identified her as the woman to whom he had given the Empire State Building puzzle. I thanked Clements for his help, and Lou and I left.
I couldn’t figure out what motive the woman could have for murdering Kincaid, but, because I had few leads, and Clements had identified her as the woman to whom he had handed the possible murder weapon, we were off to question her. It was a ten minute drive. I pulled up in front the address Maureen Eidorn had given me, and the two of us got out of the car, walked up to the house. I knocked. A few seconds later, a woman I now knew as Cara Parsons, nicknamed Rusty, I assume because of her red hair, answered my knock. I could tell she recognized us, but couldn’t figure out where she had met us.
“Mrs. Parsons, I’m Lt. Dekker with the Hilldale Police Department, you were with Mrs. Eidorn the other day when I talked with her.”
“Sure. I was trying to figure out who you were. I’m kind of busy now. Is this important?”
“If it wasn’t, I wouldn’t be here. I’ve just received information that someone handed you a puzzle the other night that might have been the implement that was used to murder Tom Kincaid.”
I could tell that my declaration startled her.
“I was afraid that might be the case.”
“So, someone did hand the Empire State Building puzzle to you?”
“That’s right.”
“Want to tell me about it?”
“Well, it was Saturday night. Maureen asked me if I would go look and see how many of the vendors were still there. I walked up one row and down the next. Tom Kincaid was one of the few vendors still there. Might have been the only one. I’m not sure. Anyway, I heard someone walk up behind me. It startled me, so I fiddled with the zipper on the tent next to Tom Kincaid’s tent. It was a stupid thing to do, but Tom had someone in his tent with him, and I was trying to listen for a few minutes to see if I could tell how much longer he would be there. Anyway, this man startled me. I think he mistook me for the woman set up next to Tom Kincaid. Anyway, he told me he wanted to return the puzzle, that he was going to stop payment on his check, and he wanted me to give it back to Kincaid. I tried to refuse, but he was insistent. He thrust it into my arms, and I took it to keep it from falling to the ground. He rushed off as soon as I relieved him of the puzzle. I stood there a moment, pondering what to do. I heard a sound, someone moving about, and it wasn’t someone in Tom Kincaid’s tent. It was getting darker by the minute, and I was uncomfortable and scared, so I set the puzzle down on the ground between the two tents and ran off. That’s all I can tell you. I didn’t see the person, but I know there was someone there other than Tom Kincaid and the man who was in the tent with him.”
“Could you tell if the third person was a man or a woman?”
“I have no idea. I didn’t see them. And I didn’t want to hang around to find out.”
“What about the man with Kincaid? You said you overheard their conversation. Were they arguing?”
“No, nothing like that. And I couldn’t make out what they were saying. It just seemed like a normal conversation.”
“Did you see anyone on your way back to the information booth?”
“No, but I was running, and not paying a lot of attention. I just wanted to get there quickly.”
“And what did Mrs. Eidorn say when you got back?”
“She wasn’t there. She got back around ten minutes later. When she got back, she said she must have just missed me. She wasn’t sure how long I was going to be gone and she needed to use the facilities before it got too dark.”
“Did you tell her about what happened to you?”
“No. I kept it to myself.”
“You didn’t tell her about the statue or the second person who scared you?”
“No, I just wanted to forget all about it.”
“Is it possible that the man who gave you the puzzle could have doubled back?”
“I guess it’s possible, but why would he have done that?”
I didn’t have an answer other than the obvious one, so I didn’t give her one. Instead, I asked her another question.
“I see you’re wearing perfume today. Think back to the night of the murder. The hidden person. Did you smell anything like a woman’s perfume or a man’s after shave?”
“Nothing. Like I said, Lieutenant, I don’t know if it was a man or a woman. I just assumed it was a man, but I guess it could have been a woman, and I can’t say that whoever it was picked up that puzzle and murdered Mr. Kincaid. Of course I didn’t know that he’d been murdered until you told us, and it was Monday before I began to wonder if someone had used that puzzle to murder him.”
I didn’t see where further questions were going to help me find the murderer, so I thanked Mrs. Parsons and Lou and I turned to leave. Once we were back inside Lightning, I turned to Lou.
“Well, Lou, what do you think?”
“I don’t know what to think, Cy. I guess we have to add her to our suspect list, Maureen Eidorn, too, but I’m leaning toward one of the men as the murderer.”
“Anyone in particular?”
“Not really. What if we throw a dart at a dartboard and pick our murderer that way?”
I cringed. From the numbers I’d heard about today’s divorce rate I assumed that some men and women pick their spouses that way, but I’ve never seen a cop so frustrated that he or she had used that method to zero in on a murderer. That meant that Lou and I had more work ahead of us. I wondered why it’s always so easy in a novel, and then I remembered that’s it’s not always that easy there, either.
 
+++
 
Lou and I sat in my living room, in a less comfortable manner than before. The only new thing either of us could think of to try was to contact the people on the list that Joan Arrington had given us, the people who had given her a check. It was a longshot, but it was too late to check with any other vendors, to see who had given them checks. They would have deposited those checks on Monday. If not, they certainly would have deposited them before Friday. We had eight chances to hit paydirt.
While I constantly refer to Hilldale as a small town, there are only ten or twelve cities in Kentucky that are larger, and Hilldale is in no way a backward community. In some small towns in Kentucky, most people pay for most of their purchases by cash. There are a lot of people in Hilldale who put many of their purchases on a credit card, or pay for them by check, so it didn’t surprise me when I saw that eight people who purchased something from Joan Arrington paid by check. What I hadn’t allowed for is that some of those who purchased from her lived out of town. If Lou and I were to run down each of these people it meant that we would have to make another road trip, but since all three of those other people who paid by check live less than an hour from Hilldale, this road trip wouldn’t last as long as the previous one. Lou and I talked over our strategy and decided to visit those who live in Hilldale that day, and save the others for the next day. We could have been looking for a needle in a haystack, hoping that the same people who purchased from Joan Arrington and paid by check did the same with Kincaid. I quickly realized that we needed to visit only four of the five Hilldale residents, since Earl Clements was on Arrington’s list. I hoped that each of these seven people, particularly those who lived out of town, were staying home and welcoming us with open arms. For a brief second, I thought about calling those people, but then I remembered how that went with Delbert Cross. This time our questions dealt with someone’s bank account. I was sure that most of these people wanted to see an ID before answering any of our questions, particularly those who didn’t live in Hilldale, and didn’t know Lou or me from a hill of beans.








 
Chapter Forty-One
 
 
Lou and I hurried to Lightning, hoping to put an end to our case. I looked at our list and was thankful that each of the Hilldale residents lived in town. I wasn’t anxious to make another trip out into the country, even if the person I needed to see had no children, or no hammer.
I headed over to Cropper Street to see a Mrs. Birdwhistle. She lived at 219 Cropper, apartment three. I found the place with no problem, and Lou and I got out and mounted the steps. The building had only four apartments and each of them had a porch and a banister. I suggested to Lou that he might relocate. He suggested to me that I might mind my own business. None of those apartments were accessible from the outside, so we opened the front door and climbed the stairs. I managed to pull myself up using the handrail, without pulling my arm out of the socket, and after we made the turn and reached the zenith, I found the apartment I wanted and knocked on the door.
A woman fifteen to twenty years my senior answered my knock.
“You want something?”
“I do.”
I took out my credentials and showed them to her. She didn’t seem to be impressed.
“I’m sorry. We haven’t had any crime around here.”
I could tell I had a winner.
“I’m sorry you haven’t had any crime around here, either, but that’s not the reason we came. You were at the Hilldale Art & Craft Fair last Saturday.”
“I was. And that wasn’t a crime.”
“No, it was a pretty good fair. You bought something from a woman named Joan Arrington, paid her by check. I was wondering if you also bought from the man in the tent next to her, a Tom Kincaid. He made 3-D wooden puzzles.”
“I’ll have you know that my check was good, young man, and I detest puzzles. They frustrate me, you know.”
“I had a feeling that they might. Thank you for your time, Mrs. Birdwhistle.”
“How did you know my name? How did you know I bought something from a vendor there? I’m telling you this place has turned into a police state.”
I could still hear her as we regained the first floor and opened the front door to leave.
“Yeah, Lou, I think this would be a good place for you.”
“Cy, I think she was smitten with you.”
The two of us laughed all the way back to Lightning. I wondered if things would improve from there.  I noticed that my next-door neighbor’s name wasn’t on the list, so I figured things would soon get better. I doubted if they would go downhill. I made a mental note to send an anonymous note to Vernon Pitts telling him that Mrs. Birdwhistle does free babysitting.
The second place we visited was a slight improvement. There was no one at home. The woman who lived there didn’t leave us a note telling us whether or not she had bought anything from Kincaid on Saturday. We would have to return after she did. I read off the next name, Charlie Borders. He lived a few streets over. It took ten minutes for us to get to his house, and I gave a sigh of relief when I spotted a car in the driveway. Again, we got out. Borders lived in a house. He must have been expecting us. He was sitting on a porch swing. He smiled as we approached.
“Afternoon, Gentlemen. Since I don’t know you, I’d say you’re here on some kind of business.”
“And I’d say you’d make a good detective, which is what I am, by the way.”
I took out my ID and showed it to him. He seemed more impressed than Mrs. Birdwhistle.
“What would the Hilldale Police Department want to see me about?”
“Nothing bad, I can assure you, Mr. Borders. I just have a question about the Hilldale Art & Craft Fair.”
“Well, I’m your man. The wife and I were there last weekend. Go every year. She enjoys it more than I do, but I can always find a seat and someone to talk to if I get tired of looking before she does. So, how can I help you?”
“I was wondering if you happened to buy a puzzle from a man named Tom Kincaid. He had wooden puzzles, 3-D puzzles.”
“I did. I’ve bought from him before. I’m a typical husband. I buy one of them things from time to time, work it for a while until I get frustrated, and then turn it over to the wife to do. She’s in there working on it now. Almost finished with it.”
“How did you pay for the puzzle, Mr. Borders?”
“Check. The wife insists we pay for things like that by check, in case we get home and something’s wrong with it. Of course, we’d bought from him before, so I didn’t expect anything to be wrong with it, but I gave him a check anyway, to keep peace in the family, you know.”
“Do you have any idea if your check has been cashed?”
“Yep. I checked our account online today. The check came through yesterday.”
“Are you sure about this, Mr. Borders?”
“Quite sure. When you give someone a check, most of the time they put it in the bank, Lieutenant. At least the people I know do.”
“But, Mr. Borders, I bet most of the people you give checks to are still living the next day.”
“Are you telling me that he was the guy who got murdered?”
“So, you knew someone was murdered?”
“Yep, heard about it at the barber shop the other day. Nobody there knew who it was, said it was some guy from out of town, but I didn’t figure it was somebody I’d met. So, how’d he cash my check?”
“He didn’t, Mr. Borders. See, what you didn’t find out at the barber shop is that whoever killed him robbed him too.”
“And the sorry so-and-so was dumb enough to deposit the checks he stole?”
“Evidently, Mr. Borders. We’re hoping this will help us find out who did it. Now, we have something to work with. If you don’t mind, tell us where you bank, and we’ll go there and find out who signed the back of the check, and where they cashed it or deposited it.”
“Sure, Lieutenant. We bank at People’s. Have for years. Tell Art Gobleman that I said it was okay to give you any information you want about my account.”
“I think they’ll be cooperative, Mr. Borders. After all, this is a murder case. If that isn’t enough for the bank, the fact that someone illegally cashed or deposited someone else’s check should be, because the FBI can get involved with that.”
“Oh, by the way, Lieutenant. I left the name blank on the front of the check too, so someone would have had to have filled that part in, too.”
We thanked Borders for his time, and headed off to decide whether or not we wanted to follow up any other leads.
 
+++
 
It was getting close to supper time. Lou and I decided to shut it down for the day and planned to get up Saturday morning and see what, if anything, we planned to do.
 
+++
 
Lou and I felt that our case was coming to a close. We would either be able to identify the murderer when we found out who cashed one of Kincaid’s checks or when a certain cop returned from vacation and we could find out if he remembered the name of the person he stopped on Saturday night, near the scene of the murder. I wouldn’t be able to talk to the cop until sometime Sunday, and we wouldn’t find out anything at the bank until Monday. My guess was that both of these ventures would lead us to the same conclusion. It would be circumstantial evidence, but most people are convicted from circumstantial evidence. Not a lot of crimes are witnessed.
 
+++
 
I hoped it wasn’t premature, but Lou and I were ready to celebrate. We were headed to Burkman’s to celebrate with a big steak. Actually, we were going to celebrate with a smaller steak, and depending on what else we ate, there was a good chance some of that steak was going home and would be enjoyed the next night. I did order steak with a baked potato swimming in butter, but both Lou and I refrained from ordering our customary appetizer and dessert, and we didn’t eat any of the bread they brought us. As it turned out, we filled up on salad, which gave us the opportunity to take half of our steak home with us. I planned to cut up the rest of my steak and enjoy it in a salad on Saturday night.
 
+++
 
Both Lou and I got up when we felt like it on Saturday morning and checked our usual items off our lists before I gave him a call. Neither of us could see any reason to work on Saturday. We would be patient and see what Sunday and Monday would bring us. I had been running around for the last several days. Maybe I would go out back and play in my sandbox, work the 3-D puzzle I bought from a dead man, or lie back in my recliner and solve a simpler mystery. I might even work in a nap somewhere along the line.
Saturday turned out to be a pleasant day. The temperature was a little on the warm side for October, but pleasant enough that I plucked a mystery novel from the stack next to my recliner, and headed for a cushiony chair in the back yard, under a shade tree. As long as my next-door neighbor didn’t step out in her backyard, I was content to enjoy the breeze. Several leaves had turned, expired, and floated to the ground, but there were enough still in the tree that I would prolong calling my yard boy a few more days.








 
Chapter Forty-Two
 
 
Sunday morning arrived, and in many ways it was a typical Sunday morning. I picked Lou up and we headed to church. In days gone by we arrived early and partook of those delicious éclairs the church provided for all the people who skipped the fast food restaurants on their way to church and felt they needed something to help them stay obese.
We refrained from talking about the case until after church, and even then, our first thoughts were of our pastor’s sermon, and what we got from it. Our pastor always delivered a message worth remembering. Sometimes we discussed other people at church, not in a gossiping way, but as they might relate to the two of us. Next, our thoughts navigated to lunch, and what we were going to do about it. In the olden days, before Lou and I began to watch our figures, we always ate out, but now we each return to our home and eat alone, and it was no different that Sunday. Well, I usually eat alone. Sometimes Lou picks up Thelma Lou and takes her somewhere. Neither of us had made plans for that Sunday afternoon, but still a little worn out from the case we’d been working on, both of us opted to eat at home, take a nap, and pick up the mystery that both of us had included in our repertoire the day before. But before we parted ways, I had to ask him a question.
“Lou, did God give you a message today?”
“The eagle has landed.”
I thought about Lou’s four words for a moment. Nothing he said clued me in as to the identity of the murderer, and I knew better than to ask him what it meant.
“I know that saying is a famous line delivered aboard a space shuttle, but I have no clue how it relates to our case. Maybe a good lunch and a better nap will enlighten me.”
“And Cy, don’t forget to call Bill Hardy and see if he pulled anyone over on Saturday night. I know I’m going to be awfully disappointed if he didn’t.”
“And I know that someone else will be awfully disappointed if he did.”
Lou laughed at my remark.
I dropped Lou off at his place, and went home and called Bill Hardy. Again, no answer. Where was he? I was a firm believer that anyone who had to return to work after a week’s vacation needed to get back and rest at least one day before returning to work. I remembered that Bill had to be back at work on Monday. Then, I remembered that Bill had kids. I wondered how he was able to keep his kids out of school for a week, but then I suspected that his kids wanted to do everything they could possibly do, which meant that Bill would get back to Hilldale much later than an impatient lieutenant wanted him to return. I put the phone back on the hook, and went to fix myself something to eat. After eating, I headed for a much-needed nap. I would try Bill again after I got up.
 
+++
 
I can’t figure why I always yawn when I wake up, but many times I do. That Sunday, I woke up, remembered where I was, and recalled that I didn’t have a lot on my plate that day. I had one phone call to make, but I might have to repeat that phone call several times before I reached my party. I also had a book to finish reading, one that I’d started the day before. I liked the life of a semi-retired policeman. I lay there and thought of the same things I thought of just a short time before. Did I want to retire and take it easy? Did I want to work part time as a private detective? Did I want to get married? Did I want to move away from Hilldale, maybe move to Lexington? I still wasn’t sure of the answers to any of those questions, so I guessed that meant that for the time being I was to carry on as usual. God would let me know what to do in good time.
 
+++
 
When I was good and ready, I pushed myself from my bed and ambled to the living room. I gave Bill Hardy a little more time to get home. I picked up the book I was reading and focused in on the clues that would help me solve that mystery. Nero Wolfe had it right. Why move around all over the place if you can solve a murder in the comfort of your own home? Did that mean I was to retire and read all the time? I wasn’t sure that I was to do that, but I had come to really enjoy reading a good mystery, and was constantly adding new authors to my favorites list.
 
+++
 
It was a little after 5:00 when I tried Bill again. This time he answered. 
“Bill, this is Cy Dekker.”
“Hey, Cy, good timing. We just got back from vacation fifteen or twenty minutes ago. What can I do for you?”
“A witness told me that one of Hilldale’s finest pulled over a motorist somewhere near Hilldale Park last Saturday night. I’ve hit a dead-end and was wondering if that officer might have been you.”
“It was. Am I being accused of police brutality?”
I could hardly control my excitement.
“Nothing like that. Did you know there was a murder in the park that night?”
“No, Cy. We left on vacation early Sunday morning, didn’t even take time to read the paper before we left.”
“Well, we didn’t discover the body until late Sunday anyway. From what we can deduce and what Frank has told us, we think the murder might have happened just prior to your police stop. There’s no record that you gave this person a ticket, but I was wondering if you can remember his or her name.”
“I remember I made a note of it at the time, left it in the cruiser. Let me run out there and see if it’s still there.”
I only had time to hum the Final Jeopardy theme one and a half times before Bill returned.
“Cy, I’ve got it.”
Bill gave me the name and address. His declaration surprised me. I was expecting to hear a different name, although I wasn’t sure which different name I was expecting to hear. I was pretty sure I had my murderer, but I needed to make another call. I dialed another number, asked one question, and found out the motive that I hadn’t figured out on my own. I hung up, and for some reason thought of our clue of the day. I might be able to tie that in, too, but I had to go to the computer to do so. Five minutes later, my suspicions confirmed, I was ready to wrap up the case. I felt certain that when Monday arrived I could prove the robbery as well as the murder.
I took a couple of minutes to think about what we would do before I contacted Lou. I wanted to be there to arrest the murderer. I envisioned putting the murderer in Lightning’s back seat, and later getting hit over the head while I drove. I’ve been a homicide detective long enough that I knew Lightning wasn’t built for apprehending anyone. Lou and I needed back up. Since the two of us are the only two people in homicide, our back up would have to be someone outside of homicide. Immediately I thought of the perfect back up couple, Dan and Heather. Both of them drove cruisers, with protection between them and a suspect in the back seat, and rear doors that couldn’t be opened from the inside.
I called Lou first, told him what I’d learned. Then, I called Heather and asked if she and Dan would be willing to assist us with our arrest. I figured that all she had to do to check with Dan was turn her head, and I was right. After I fixed them up, those two started spending most of their non-working hours together. I expect that soon Lou and I will be invited to their wedding. Heather confirmed what I expected, not about the wedding, but that she and Dan would be delighted to assist us. I didn’t think the unsuspecting murderer was going anywhere, so I delayed the inevitable until the next day, Monday morning. We would meet in front of the police station at 7:00. We planned to eat and go to the bank before confronting the murderer. After making an arrest, our job would be over until someone else decided to commit a murder. Like everywhere else, that happened too often in Hilldale.








 
Chapter Forty-Three
 
 
The idea of another trip through the countryside so soon didn’t excite me a whole lot, but it was made more palatable by the fact that our case would be at an end. Lou and I would be back to our normal lives before the day was over. Well, I’m not sure how normal our lives are, but whatever is normal for us.
We arrived at the police station a little before 7:00. It didn’t surprise me that Dan and Heather were already there. Just seeing Heather helped me hop out of Lightning a little faster than I normally would. I hugged her a little longer than I might have if Jennifer had been there. I wasn’t in love with two women. Heather was more like a daughter to me, but she looked good enough, and was sweet enough, that I would have tried to give Dan a run for his money if I’d been twenty to twenty-five years younger. Of course if I’d been younger, Dan wouldn’t have stood a chance.
We agreed on a place to eat breakfast and wasted little time getting there. We ate and hopped back in our vehicles. We had work to do and we had a little drive ahead of us. At least Sirius XM Radio would make each of those minutes pass more pleasantly. We were in luck. Not only did we start our drive just before a new program started on Radio Classics, but I found out the next four shows were all detective shows, my favorite kind. Lou and I smiled a little more than we used to smile when we were on our way to apprehend a murderer, but that was before we discovered Radio Classics.
We arrived at our destination and with a subpoena in hand, headed to the bank. I wanted to do it right, and arm myself with every piece of evidence I could before making an arrest. We had no problem at the bank, and a look at the account in question confirmed my suspicions. I was sure we had enough evidence for a conviction. We picked up another partner in crime solving and let him lead us to the murderer’s residence.
A man came to the door.
“Roscoe Collins?”
“That’s right.”
“Mr. Collins, I’m Lt. Dekker with the Hilldale Police Department. You are under arrest for the murder of Tom Kincaid.”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“Oh, but you do, Mr. Collins. You murdered Tom on Saturday night.”
“I hate to burst your bubble, but I have witnesses as to where I was on Saturday.”
“During the day, Mr. Collins. But I’m talking about Saturday night. Saturday night you were in Hilldale, and you murdered Tom Kincaid. Not only did you murder him, but you stole his money.”
“That’s a lie.”
“You might have been able to get away with it, Mr. Collins, if you hadn’t pulled out in front of a cop right after you committed the murder.”
“You have a record of a ticket?”
“No, just the say-so of the cop who stopped you. He took down your name and address.”
We cuffed Collins and took him away. It was time to leave. We had another stop to make.
We arrived at our second destination just as the woman in question was trying to back out of her driveway. Heather pulled up and blocked the driveway, prevented her from leaving.
“Going somewhere, Mrs. Kincaid?”
“That’s right. I have an errand to run. Who is this man, Sid?”
I assumed that Sid must have been Sheriff Offutt’s first name. I could tell the woman was terrified, and she spoke to the only person she recognized.
“Just listen to the man, Margie.”
“Mrs. Kincaid, we have just arrested your brother-in-law for your husband’s murder. We are taking you in as an accessory after the fact. We might even find out that the murder was all your idea.”
“Murder. He was murdered in Hilldale. I’m here in Murray. Roscoe was at a football game in Richmond. It would be hard for Roscoe to be in one place and murder someone somewhere else.”
“Not if the football game was in the afternoon, and the murder happened at night, about an hour away from where the football game took place. Now, let me read you your rights before you say anything else.”
            
+++
 
Sheriff Offutt put Margie Kincaid in the back of his cruiser, and everyone headed to the Sheriff’s office. We kept the co-conspirators separated and tackled the widow first. She admitted signing her name to the one check and endorsing her husband’s name on a second check. It was part of a deposit that totaled a little over $1,300, although she wouldn’t admit that the money came from his Saturday sales at the art and craft fair. Not bad for one day of work. I needed to see if I could turn anything I could do into money, and then I realized I couldn’t do much of anything except solve murders.
We kept after Roscoe Collins for a couple of hours until he broke down and confessed. He said he didn’t go to Hilldale to murder his brother-in-law, but that he stopped by there on Friday and saw Tom eating dinner with some woman. He followed the two of them back to the motel and planned to confront his brother-in-law then, but said he noticed that a police cruiser had driven by a couple of times and the officer was eyeing him. He left and didn’t return until Saturday night after the game. He got to the art and craft fair just as Tom Kincaid rescued a woman falling from a stepstool. He noticed it was the same woman he had seen his brother-in-law with the night before, and that they were slow in separating. He was about to confront his brother-in-law when a man walked up and he and Kincaid went into Kincaid’s tent. They were there quite a while. During that time, a woman walked up, followed by a man with some kind of statue. Collins recognized it as one of his brother-in-law’s puzzles. The man left quickly and Collins admitted that he made a noise to frighten the woman, who ran away as quickly as she could. When the second man in his brother-in-law’s tent finally left, Collins waited a few seconds, then went over to confront Kincaid. On the way, he picked up the Statue of Liberty puzzle, which he had planned to return to his brother-in-law. When Kincaid angrily denied any wrongdoing and turned away, Collins lost control and hit his brother-in-law in the back of the head with the statue. When he realized that he had killed him, he hit him a few more times and picked up the cashbox, hoping that the police would think Kincaid was murdered when he confronted a robber. When he returned to Murray, he handed the cashbox to his sister-in-law and told her what he had done. She didn’t seem too upset, particularly after she counted the money. Collins admitted that he stole his brother-in-law’s keys. Since it was late, he decided to spend the night in the room he knew his brother-in-law had rented at the motel, and left for home just before daylight on Sunday morning.
 
+++
 
When I learned the name of the man who had been stopped on Saturday night, it meant nothing to me. When I found out he lived in Murray, I called the sheriff, who identified the man as Kincaid’s brother-in-law. I remembered that his brother-in-law was a big MSU football fan and had gone to an away football game, and when I thought of the clue “the eagle has landed,” I realized the saying meant the space capsule had touched down, which reminded me of touchdown, and football. Then I realized that Richmond isn’t that far from Hilldale, and Collins could have taken in a football game in the afternoon and murdered his brother-in-law at night. If Roscoe Collins had lived a good distance from Murray, I would never have realized that the man a fellow officer had stopped for pulling out into traffic on the night of the murder had any connection to Kincaid. Without that connection, I wouldn’t have considered him to be a likely murder suspect.
 
+++
 
It was 4:18 when we left Murray. We stopped by a KFC on the way out of town. We had a long road ahead of us. The trip back would take longer. We would be losing an hour. I contemplated stopping at Sutton’s or Carrabba’s as we drove through Lexington, maybe even take a side trip to Danville and introduce Dan and Heather to Burke’s Bakery and The Twisted Sifter. Then I realized that the two bakeries would have long since closed before we arrived anywhere near Danville, but Carrabba’s would be open until 11:00 and Sutton’s until 2:00 in the morning. We could eat while our prisoner gnawed on some KFC chicken bones in the back seat. It didn’t matter how late we got back. While we might not return to Hilldale until after midnight, our prisoner had nowhere to go, and I planned to sleep late on Monday.
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