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CHAPTER ONE
 
    
 
    
 
   Every end is a new beginning.
 
   ~Proverb
 
    
 
   "He's not in there."
 
   "What do you mean he's not in there? I left him just a few hours ago.  We have get in there and check! Why is everybody just standing around?"  Leo and my father didn't move. What was wrong with them?
 
   I started running into the fire, but felt hands fastening onto my arms to hold me back. The Pecan Bayou Gazette building that had stood proudly on Main Street for sixty-three years now began caving in on itself as the white hot flames overtook the structure. The repository of Pecan Bayou's history-- the place that had recorded everything that happened in our corner of Texas for the past half century -- was now turning into a pile of burning beams.
 
   Elaina leaned up against her squad car, cell phone in hand. "I've called him three times, but still nobody is answering."
 
   It was all gone, the Pecan Bayou Gazette, a newspaper office that had told the story of our little town from basketball championships to church suppers, weddings and funerals.  It was all stored there, but the biggest loss was the man no one could get through the flames to rescue.  
 
   *****
 
    I had been in the Pecan Bayou Gazette office earlier in the day searching through some old issues that contained Thanksgiving recipes.  Many years ago Rocky published recipes from a Miss Caroline who wrote a much-loved food column.  She wrote about everything from deviled eggs to making pot roast.   I had been searching through some old issues that had contained some recipes for Thanksgiving.  Miss Caroline Ogilvy started out sharing some of her church's favorite potluck recipes.  According to Rocky so many people asked her to write down her recipes on cards for them that she believed it would just be easier if he printed them in the paper for her.  He did and they were a big success, and pretty soon churches all over Pecan Bayou were cooking up her dishes and calling them their own.   
 
   She was retired now, but her recipes were still good stuff. Her culinary delights became so popular that Rocky included them in the paper once a month and once a week during the holiday season. With the upcoming Thanksgiving holidays, I was happy to resurrect Miss Caroline's gold mine of information to help my readers cook the perfect turkey dinner .
 
   "Where did you say Miss Caroline's recipes were?"
 
   "In the filing cabinet, under C for Caroline."
 
   "Of course, filing by her first name. Who would have thought of that?"
 
   "Miss Caroline will be happier than a tick on a hound dog that you are using her recipes. She told me she didn't want to continue her column quite a while back, but I think she still misses being a local celebrity. You know she's a little touched, right?"
 
   "I hadn't heard about that, but her recipe for cornbread stuffing was so good and was used by so many people that Aunt Maggie said  she saw it printed in the paper over in Andersonville."
 
   "I should of known they'd steal my quality copy."
 
   "Think of it as a compliment."
 
   "It's hard to be humble when your stuff is good enough to steal.  So how are your two young men liking middle school?" Rocky asked as he peeled an apple from behind the editor's desk of the Pecan Bayou Gazette.
 
   I sighed and shook my head. The boys had been on my mind a lot lately. Between the new school and all of their friends and activities, sometimes I felt like there was so much going on with Zach and Tyler that it was growing out of my control.
 
   "I don't know," I said. "Tyler seems to be fitting in pretty well, considering he's a transplant from Dallas into our little town of Pecan Bayou. Zach, on the other hand, seems to be a little uncomfortable all of a sudden. He's gone to school with these kids since kindergarten, but he just isn't fitting in. Does that seem strange?"
 
   "Come on, Betsy. Think about it. Tyler is the new kid in town. Worse than that, he's a kid from the sophisticated big city of Dallas. He's still a man of mystery. The spotlight is on him. Once they get used to him, things will settle down, and Zach will find his place."
 
   "I guess you're right." I sighed. "I emailed you my latest column on getting water rings off of wood. Do you want me to print it out for you so that you can edit it?"
 
   "Don't you worry about printing it out and having me edit it. I've got somebody to help me out with some of the paperwork around here now. I can handle it. One thing I can count on is my Happy Hinter articles. Wish Shorty was as conscientious as you are."
 
   "Why?"
 
   "You know that huntin' column he's supposed to be writing? He hasn't sent me anything in weeks, and here we are at the heart of deer season."
 
   "Maybe he's getting ready?"
 
   "Yeah, and maybe he's passed out in a deer blind somewhere." Rocky threw his apple core away, and then reached into his top drawer and pulled out a pack of antacids.
 
   "Do you always have one of those things right after you eat, Rocky?"
 
   "Not always, but I can already feel a stress induced acid attack coming on. I got the Pet of the Week lady coming in around ten. She's not too happy with me. I moved her pet picture to the comics page thinking it's a great place for the kids to be lookin'."
 
   "Sounds like a good idea to me. Wasn't it next to the obits?"
 
   "Yes, and she complained that if the little critter didn't get adopted, then why not just slide that picture on over to the dead column? She feels like I'm not taking in the gravity of the situation."
 
   "Obviously she needs to spend a little more time reading the funnies."
 
   "Obviously."
 
   The front door of the Gazette banged open as Phyllis Hamlin, the president of the PTA stomped in. "Mr. Whitson. A word with you."
 
   I instinctively backed up to stand next to the water-cooler. Even though I wasn't thirsty I grabbed a paper cup and made myself look busy. I ran into Mrs. Hamlin three weeks ago on back to school night . Her son was older than Zach, and Tyler and I hadn't had too many dealings with her. On my first encounter with the woman in her official capacity she made sure I knew when the PTA meeting was and referred to me as a "little newbie mama". It made me feel like her latest conquest for her involuntary parent group.
 
   She stepped up to the classifieds counter and slapped down a slim leather appointment binder. The streaks in her tastefully colored blond hair ran through her well-shaped page-boy haircut. She placed her hand on the pearls that hung at her neck. "I would just like to know why you put our middle school kid's football team picture so far back in your paper."
 
   Rocky slowly rose from his seat and walked to the counter reminding me of a wildlife observer carefully stepping near an unpredictable animal. "How do you do," he said. He picked up the latest edition of the paper off of the counter and started paging through it. "The football team picture, you said?"
 
   "That's what I said."
 
   "Yes," he came to a page and folded the paper in the middle and set it on the counter in front of Mrs. Hamlin.
 
   "Now, take a look at the top Missy. What does it say?"
 
   Her artfully made up face took on an ugly sneer as she turned her head slightly to one side. "It says 'sports', but you see..."
 
   "That's right." He interrupted. "It says 'sports', and what kind of group is this?"
 
   "Football...but you need to know..."
 
   "Very good. We like to put things in little categories here at the paper, and your sports team is on the sports page. As a matter of fact they're above the fold on this here sports page which in this business is prime real estate."
 
   She rolled her eyes at Rocky's elementary explanation. "Mr. Whitson..."
 
   "Call me Rocky."
 
   "I am the president of the PTA at Nolan Ryan Middle School this year so I'm sure we will have weekly dealings. I am well aware of what is prime real estate in a newspaper and being buried on page 3b is not prime. I am here to advocate for our children, and from now on I would like to see their achievements showcased. Now, our football team has brand new uniforms coming in next week, and I think they should be featured on the front page above the fold as you say. I hope that's clear enough for you."
 
   "Very clear and you have yourself a real nice day."
 
   Phyllis Hamlin's eyes bugged out for a minute as she realized Rocky had slighted her once again. She picked up her notebook and headed for the door.
 
   "Thanks for stoppin' in. Can't wait to see the boys in their new duds." Rocky called after her.
 
   "Rocky! You can't speak to her like that. She's a big deal over at the school."
 
   "Says who?"
 
   "Says everyone. Her husband owns and runs Hamlin Homes, and her son is the quarterback on that football team you buried."
 
   "I did not bury it. I put it on the sports page where I put all the sports stories. I thought you women were good at organizational skills."
 
   "Yeah, well she has a lot of power with the parents."
 
   "Betsy, all I have to do is put her little angel, the quarterback, on the front page, and she's putty in my hands. I got a way with women, darlin' especially when it involves publicity."
 
   "If you say so."
 
   Rocky pulled out his Zippo lighter and flipped the lid open and closed a couple of times. "Don't worry, I haven't taken up smoking.  This is a memento from the Korean war.  Even though I don't light up anymore, it calms me down just hearing it click."  He clicked it a couple more times and then rose and laid it on the corner of his desk. 
 
    "Being in the newspaper business isn't for the weak of heart, Betsy. There are some days when I don't even know how I do it."
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER TWO
 
    
 
    
 
   "We're home!" I heard Tyler, my stepson, yell from downstairs. The bus dropped him and my son Zach off just a block from the house, and the two of them usually headed straight to the kitchen. I heard the plopping of backpacks by the front door and then listened as the refrigerator door opened.
 
   I closed the file I was working on and headed for the stairs. Now that we were in the new house, a wedding gift from my estranged or maybe just strange mother I had more room to spread out and more distance between my office and the kitchen.
 
   Tyler stood with his head in the refrigerator. I looked around for Zach who could usually be found with his hand in the cookie jar about now. "Is Zach with you?"
 
   "Yes, Betsy. That's why I used the word 'we'". Tyler said as he pulled out ingredients for a sandwich. I was Tyler's stepmother, not mother and had only been on the job for about eight months. Sometimes when he answered back like that I wasn't sure just how to address it. I wanted him to like me, but I also needed to be a parent. My way to deal with Tyler's mouth so far had been to ignore it. A parenting strategy sure to pay off some day.
 
   "So where is he?" I asked.
 
   "Oh, he went straight to the bathroom. I think he's got the squirts."
 
   "Ewww, Tyler. Do you have to say it that way?" I said forgetting to ignore him.
 
   "How do you want me to say it?" I held up my hand to stop him before he went into any more graphic detail.
 
   I walked over to the closed bathroom door off the kitchen and knocked gently.
 
   "Zach? Are you okay?"
 
   "Yeah, Mom." I stood there waiting for him to tell me his symptoms.
 
   "Uh, Mom? Could you stand somewhere else?"
 
   I jumped. "Sure ... sorry." Tyler laughed into his sandwich.
 
   I walked back over and started putting away the sandwich meat and the mayonnaise. "So how long has he been feeling this way?" I asked.
 
   He shrugged his shoulders. "I don't know. I didn't see him until we got on the bus." Zach and Tyler were eleven months apart so Tyler was in seventh grade. The middle school kept the sixth graders separate for much of the day. It had to be difficult going to school with your stepbrother. Especially with a group of kids that always knew you as an only child.
 
   "What did he say on the bus?"
 
   "Not much.  I don't think he wanted to talk to anybody because he got caught in the supply closet with Grace Galvez." he said over his shoulder as he went out of the kitchen to the living room.
 
   "What?"
 
   "Yeah.  The whole school's talking about it.  They said they got locked in, yeah right.  I just hope she isn't hugging the toilet now too.  Ah Zach, the price of a few stolen moments."
 
    I stepped back over to the bathroom door.
 
   "Zach, can I get you anything? What did you have for lunch?"
 
   "Lasagna and salad. I had a little bit of that I guess. Oh, also a cinnamon roll. I ate all of that." It amazed me that the school lunch would include lasagna and a cinnamon roll served together.
 
   "I'm okay, Mom."
 
   The front door creaked behind me.
 
   "Anybody home?" Leo called out as he took off his jacket and placed it on the hall tree.
 
   "Everybody but you." I left my post by the bathroom. We were still technically newlyweds. I was so happy to see him come in the door. He reached down and kissed me.
 
   "Aren't you early?" I said.
 
   "Yes just a little. I had to go over to NUTV for an emergency meeting."
 
   "What's the emergency? It's November so I know it can't be a hurricane."
 
   "Stan has asked me to stand in for Hurricane Hal for about a week or so. Seems that Hal's come down with some sort of flu bug."
 
   "You mean you're going to do Hurricane Hal's job?"
 
   "You act surprised." He sorted through the mail on the side table. "Remember I did the weather report in Dallas a few times."
 
   "I know. But doing the weather report in my hometown seems to be a little bit different to me. I just don't know how we'll shop down at the Fiesta store if you get recognized by your adoring fans."
 
   "Very funny. The only adoring fan that I care about is you, Betsy."
 
   "You're so sweet."
 
   Zach came out of the kitchen bathroom. The color of his face was somewhere between Kermit the frog and oatmeal.
 
   "Oh, Zach. You don't look good at all."
 
   "I don't feel good either, Mom."
 
   "You go on up to bed," Leo said. "We'll bring you up some soda crackers." He turned to me. "Do we have any Sprite in the house?"
 
   I looked under the kitchen counter and found an old bottle of ginger ale. I held it up for him to see. "I guess this will have to do until we can get some at the store."  
 
   I yawned, feeling suddenly very tired.
 
   "And how are you feeling?"
 
   "Me?  I'm fine.  I need to start supper."  I stifled another yawn.
 
   Leo reached back for his jacket. "I can run back out. No problem. I'll pick up some dinner, too."
 
   "Okay, just watch out for the paparazzi."
 
   A few minutes later I thought Leo had forgotten something as I heard noise at the front door.
 
   "Leo is that you?" There was no answer. Maybe it was an animal of some type or somebody putting a flyer on my door. I stepped closer trying to see an outline in the glass but not show myself on my side.
 
   There was a person standing at the front door, but for some reason they were not ringing the doorbell. I waited for a moment thinking that they would leave their flyer and walk away. Still the person did not move. I had a choice to make. I could go back into the kitchen and ignore them or I could go would open the door and asked what they wanted. I decided to find out what they wanted.
 
   I opened the door, and there stood a young girl of about twelve years old. She was painfully thin and was holding a small brown teddy bear in her hand that had a sash around its middle that said "Get Well". When I open the door suddenly she jumped back as if I was going to attack her.
 
   "Can I help you?" I realized she was shaking a little.
 
   She stumbled with her words. "Is...... Zachary here?"
 
   "He is, but he's sick. He's upstairs." She raised her hand to her mouth and nodded.
 
   "Yes. I know. I brought him ... A bear." She stuffed it into my hands and then turned and ran down the sidewalk.
 
   "Wait!" I called after her. She froze. "Who shall I say sent this to him."
 
   "Grace. Grace Galvez." She ran to a waiting station wagon with a magnetic sign advertising Galvez Gift Shop plastered to the driver's side door. I had bought a few things in their store but didn't know they had a daughter named Grace who liked my son enough to bring him a teddy bear when he had the flu. This was very interesting. 
 
   "Thank you." I called after her, and then went upstairs to deliver Zach's surprise.
 
   "You just received a gift." I said.
 
   He sat up and smiled taking the little bear into his arms.  He was probably getting a little old to have a bear, but right now, it seemed like a wonderful thing.
 
   "Who gave me this?"
 
   "Your friend, Grace."
 
   His eyebrows drew together as he thought for a moment. "I don't have a friend named Grace."
 
   "Was she certainly seemed to know you. She wanted you to feel better. Isn't she from school?"
 
   He pondered for a moment. "I guess there is a Grace in my math class. At least I think that's what her name is. She's really skinny, and she sits on the front row. She knows lots of the answers. I didn't even know she knew who I was."
 
   "It seems that she not only knows you, but she likes you enough to bring you a teddy bear. Her family owns the Galvez gift shop." I tried to draw the story out of him.  "Uh, Tyler told me something about you and Grace...what was it?"  
 
   Ignoring me he held the little bear out by its plush paws. "Oh, so she just picked this up from her family store and brought it to me?"
 
   "You have to admit, it was very thoughtful." Zach took the little bear and placed it on his dresser no longer wanting to hold it.
 
   "Don't you like it?" I asked.
 
   "I do. It's just that..."
 
   "I've never seen you voluntarily give up a gift."
 
   "It's just that Grace is kind of... weird. I'm afraid that if I take her bear she's going to think that I like her."
 
    "Don't you?"
 
   "Yes. It's hard to explain. If I take this bear it's like were boyfriend and girlfriend or something." Going into a supply closet together could do that to you too, I thought.
 
   "Zach you're putting way too much into this. She just brought you a bear. Like you said she picked it up at her store this afternoon. I don't think you have to go out shopping for rings quite yet."
 
   He gulped. "I really don't think I'm ready to give her a ring."
 
   "I didn't say that you wanted to. Just take her gift and be gracious about it. Tomorrow you can tell her you really appreciate it; then, treat her like you always do."
 
   "You mean ignore her?"
 
   "No.  Don't ignore her.  Maybe you'll find out that she's really a nice girl, and not just weird."
 
   "Mothers. What a bunch of dreamers you are."
 
   *****
 
   I laid down for a quick nap while I was waiting for Leo and was surprised to find out upon waking that Leo had fed the boys and even stuck the empty Styrofoam containers in the trash. It was awfully nice having an extra parent on the job.
 
   "You really are wonderful. You know that don't you?"
 
   "I've heard rumors." He set a plate of Kung Pao chicken in front of me. "Oh before I forget, your aunt called. She wants you to call her back."
 
   Smelling the chicken, I pushed it back. "Looks great. I think I'll give her a call first though."
 
   "Okay, but don't let it get cold."
 
   Aunt Maggie picked up on the first ring.
 
   "So, are we ready to start planning our big blended family Thanksgiving?" I asked.
 
   "Excited are you? Now before you start stressing out, let me reassure you that yes I will make the pies."
 
   She knew my baking challenges quite well. "I can keep us out of the Emergency Room  anyway."
 
   "Could you make that one pie--the one with the bananas and the cherries?"
 
   "Do you mean the banana split pie? We haven't had that since, gosh. I don't even think Zach was born yet. "
 
   "I also wanted to warn you that Zach has the flu. It might be a good idea for you and Danny to stay away for a few days."  My cousin Danny was an adult with Down Syndrome, and when he was feeling bad, he could be a handful.
 
   "Thanks for letting me know. You know what Danny can be like when he's sick. I appreciate the heads up."
 
   "Sure. I just thought it would be best to keep you away. There's always some sort of bug going around at school.
 
   "How's Tyler doing?"
 
   "Right now he seems okay to me."
 
   "You just keep an eye on him. Now that you have two kids you'll find out one will work his way through it, and then the other one starts the process all over again."
 
   "Speaking of somebody else coming down with this thing, Rocky sure was eating antacids like candy today."
 
   "That ain't good. It looks like the flu is hitting you on all fronts. Keep washing your hands."
 
   "I will. I promise." I hung up the phone.
 
   "Mom?" I heard from upstairs. "Can you bring up my backpack?"
 
   I trudged up the stairs with his blue and silver nylon backpack.
 
   "What do you need, Zach?" 
 
   "My spiral. I need to work on a homework assignment." When I handed it to him I felt his forehead.
 
   "You're burning up."
 
   "But Mom, you don't understand. I have to do homework. I have a project due tomorrow."
 
   I drew in a sigh. "What kind of project?"
 
   "I have to write a biography of a scientist." My mouth hung open. "But don't worry mom, I already know who I am going to write about. I'm going to do my report on Albert Einstein. He's pretty interesting. Listen to this." He opened the notebook and held up the chicken scrawl he called writing. He says "Learn from yesterday, live for today, hope for tomorrow. The important thing is to not stop questioning."
 
   "Wow. That's pretty awesome. What do you think he was trying to say?"
 
   "He's saying to learn from your mistakes and never stop asking questions."
 
   "That sounds like advice to live by."
 
   "It sure does, and if I could just get a whole page out of that one sentence, I would be done with my report."
 
   "I think you have to work a little bit harder than that. Zach, how long have you known about this?"
 
   "About two weeks I guess."
 
   "Zach!"
 
   "Mom, please. I'm sorry. I know I should have thought about this before now. It just kind of snuck up on me." Zach looked like he was about to cry.
 
   "Okay, okay. I'll do whatever I can to help."
 
   "Thanks, Mom." Before he could finish his sentence, he jumped out of the bed and ran down the hall to the bathroom. Immediately the sounds of his throwing up echoed back to me. I followed him to the bathroom and grabbed a washcloth, dampened it, and placed it on the back of his neck as he was hunched over the toilet.
 
   "So, maybe we should get your stomach settled down a bit before we go tromping into the world of science. Do you think we could hold off on that report for a little while?"
 
   He grabbed the cloth from me and pressed it to his cheeks. "I guess, but I think that helped."
 
   "Did he throw up?" I didn't realize Leo was now standing behind us.
 
   "Yes, I think he'll be better now. He has to work on a biography for science.
 
   "If it has to be about a scientist, I'll be glad to help him with that."
 
   "Good. How is Tyler doing?"
 
   "So far he's good."
 
   Zach padded back down the hall to his room. 
 
   "As long as we're talking about Tyler, have you noticed his tone lately?" I asked.
 
   "What tone?" Leo seemed genuinely surprised. Now I was starting to feel like I was on uncomfortable ground. Tyler wasn't speaking to his father the same way that he was to me. When Leo was around he acted differently around me. I suddenly worried if Leo would think I was making a big deal out of nothing. I hesitated before I went on.
 
   "I don't know; I guess I really can't put my finger on it. It's just that sometimes when he speaks to me, it's almost as if he's making fun of me."
 
   "Making fun, how?"
 
   "Oh, never mind. I'm just being silly."
 
   "Betsy, you probably aren't being silly, but you have to remember that Tyler is entering puberty and with that comes all of the moods of adolescence. I think we're in for it for years to come....Hey, your dinner is getting cold. Want me to reheat it in the microwave?"
 
   "No, I think I'll pass this time."
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER THREE
 
    
 
    
 
   That evening Leo pulled three of his suits out of the closet and placed them across the bed.
 
   "So what do you think I should wear on camera?"
 
   "I thought you knew all about being a TV weatherman. I mean with all that experience and everything." With his beautiful blue eyes and handsome face he wouldn't have to worry too much about what he wore. I just hoped somebody would actually be looking at the map behind him.
 
   "I may have had experience, but it's been a long time, and I heard some of these Pecan Bayou people could be pretty picky about their weatherman. Stan's new administrative assistant said that I could go as casual as I wanted to, still somehow I feel like showing up in jeans and a T-shirt won't give me too much credibility with the Pecan Bayou audience."
 
   "Hurricane Hal has set the standard pretty high for us you know. He's the ingenious one who came up with the car count of incoming evacuees scrolling on the bottom of the screen. Luther Jibbets saw it and moved the port-a-potty he rents for construction sites out on the main road and stood there with a coffee can. Those people ran out of their cars in the line, shoved a dollar in the can and used his stinky little bathroom. Ruby Green said he made at least a hundred dollars during Hurricane Ike,"
 
   Leo held up his gray and his blue suit jacket for me to make a judgment call.
 
   "I like the blue suit."
 
   "Sounds good." He picked it up and hung it on the hook on the outer door of our shared closet.
 
   "How long do you think you will be doing this?"
 
   "Probably just a couple of days. Hal's a pretty healthy guy. How long can something like the flu take?"
 
   "I guess we are about to find out with Zach. I just checked on him, and he's asleep. He drank about half of that ginger ale, and his fever seems to be under control for now. I just hope no one else gets it."
 
   "What is Tyler doing?"
 
   "He said he had to finish up some homework, and then he was turning in for the night. I guess I let him play video games a little too long. "
 
   "Betsy, I was here too. You don't need to blame yourself for all the parenting mistakes in this house. I'm here to shoulder all the guilt you have with you. You know it's kind of a good thing that we both had our boys coming into this marriage. Raising a child can be difficult especially on nights like this. I'm just thankful there aren't three of them. We'd never get any sleep."
 
   "So, we share the blame, huh? When you put it that way I think it was you that let him play video games too long tonight." Leo grabbed me and held me tight in his embrace. This had to be my favorite part of my new married life. As we sunk down onto the bed without even checking to see if the door was locked, I wrapped my arms around his neck. Just when things were starting to get very good the phone on the bedside table rang."
 
   Leo reached for the phone and spoke into it clearing his throat. "Hello."
 
   He pulled away from me and sat up on the bed. "No, Judd. He isn't here. Oh ... I see. Is there anything Betsy and I can do to help?"
 
   I sat up and started re-buttoning my blouse. Leo quietly put the phone back.
 
   "What happened?"
 
   "When was the last time you saw Rocky?"
 
   "I saw him today. Why?"
 
   "That was your dad. He was looking for Rocky. The Gazette caught fire. Prepare yourself Betsy. He says it's pretty bad. The fire department is there now, and they can't find Rocky." I jumped from the bed to the closet to find a pair of shoes.
 
   I could only hope that Rocky had finally accepted one of those home-cooked dinners he was always turning down from the single ladies of Pecan Bayou.
 
   *****
 
   It was one of the first times we had left the boys home alone, but Tyler promised to keep an eye on Zach. We drove downtown to the Pecan Bayou Gazette building. The familiar edges of the structure were now crumbling and the heat radiated towards us. The volunteer fire department was out in force and the stripes on their gear reflected from the headlights of the many cars now parked in the downtown area. The fire sprayed up from the roof; the flames licking at the pitch black of a chilly Texas night.
 
   My father's squad car was next to the fire engine blocking off downtown traffic. He was in a deep discussion with Jim Rogers, the chief of the volunteer fire department. He looked up when we started walking towards him and nodded a goodbye and patted him on the back.
 
   "You didn't have to come down here," he said.
 
   "Did you find Rocky?"
 
   "No, not yet, darlin'. I think I've made calls to every single lady over fifty in a three county radius. Nobody's seen him."
 
   I felt a tightening in my throat. He couldn't be in there. That was all I could hope. I knew Rocky suffered from insomnia and would sometimes go down to the paper and work late into the night. The Gazette was the only woman he ever really loved. This is where Rocky would be.
 
   I felt Leo's arm around my shoulders. He whispered to me, "We'll find him, Betsy. He probably left hours ago, and we'll find out he's off fishing somewhere."
 
   The entire wait staff of the Pecan Bayou Diner stood out in the cold, shivering in their matching white uniforms.  Birdie was on the phone to her mother.
 
   "Yes Mama.  I'm safe.  They are trying to keep the fire to the Gazette....No.  You don't need to come down here.... The fire department is putting up some kind of water barrier between the Gazette and the diner."  She looked around, and then whispered behind her hand into the phone.  "Yes, I took the money out of the register."
 
   I looked at the side door of the Gazette. Had the firemen tried getting in by that door? It might be unlocked.  I needed to check it out.  I started toward it.
 
   "Betsy," my father said. "You can't go any closer than this. It's not safe. Leave finding Rocky to the fire department. This is what they've been trained for."
 
   "Dad, sometimes you know he takes a nap on that cot he has back by the copy machine. Maybe he's back there and has passed out from smoke inhalation.  Let me a least go and tell Jim."  He shook his head in exasperation at my babbling.
 
   I walked over to Jim and tugged on his smoke stained sleeve like a small child. "You need to go in that side door. Have you looked there?"
 
   "Miss Betsy you really can't see it from here, but the flames are much thicker inside the building. It's just not safe enough for us to send a man in there. The building is on the verge of collapsing. We couldn't get in there if we tried."
 
   "What do you mean? You have to try. It's your job."
 
   "I told you it's too dangerous now."
 
   "Well if you won't go in there I will. Rocky might be in there."
 
   I started walking toward the building, but then felt myself being pulled back. I heard Leo's voice in my ear. "Betsy stop. He's right. Losing Rocky would be awful, but it would be even worse if I lost you. You need to think about that before you go rushing off into the fire. Understand?"
 
   As I listened to his words my eyes were riveted to the flames that were shooting out of the top level of the windows in the Pecan Bayou Gazette. I knew he was right, but I also knew Rocky would do everything he could to rescue me. If nothing else it was an excellent news story. Suddenly as the flames shot out of the windows, there was an immense cracking sound, and the bricks and mortar of the left-hand side started crashing to the ground. Smoke and debris filled the air as I heard Birdie screaming behind us.  
 
   Jim Rogers shouted and gestured broadly in the air so the entire crowd of onlookers and firemen could see him. "The side is starting to cave. Everybody back up." 
 
    We stepped back about five feet as the building started disintegrating and falling to the ground with a giant rumble. The side of the building with the antique store and the diner attached to it had remained intact. The fire hoses continued to be trained on the fire as it overtook the remaining parts of the structure. I could only hope Rocky hadn't been inside. The Pecan Bayou Gazette was no more.
 
   *****
 
   Once we were sure that there was nothing more that we can do in the search for Rocky we headed for home. They had stabilized the fire, and now my dad and Jim Rogers were waiting for the fire marshal. Until they decided if it was arson or not it was still a crime scene. He was driving over from Dallas and would make a decision on whether the Gazette fire was an accident or arson. No words passed between us in the car until my cell phone rang.
 
   "Betsy? Are you all right?" Aunt Maggie asked.
 
   "Yes, we are fine, but we never found Rocky." I felt my voice catch on his name.
 
   "Oh no. This isn't good. I'm so sorry, dear. Do you want me to come over?"
 
   "That would be nice, but I'm exhausted. Could we wait to have this talk tomorrow morning?"
 
   "Sure. Do they know how the fire started?"
 
   "Not yet. The investigation is just beginning."
 
   "If it does end up being a case of arson, there might be a long line of people who would want to set that paper on fire. Rocky sure has rubbed a lot of folks the wrong way for the sake of a good news story."
 
   Even I had been the recipient of some of Rocky's snooping, but I still cared for the man.
 
   "I know you're right, but this town loved Rocky." I stopped myself when I realized I had just spoken of him in the past tense.
 
   "I mean they love Rocky. I can't see anybody trying to do him any harm. It was an old building. The wiring was probably shot. You know Rocky would never waste money on something like upkeep and repairs when he could spend it on running the paper."
 
   "You're probably right, but you still have to wonder."
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER FOUR
 
    
 
    
 
   "And as we come to the end of hurricane season we can once again breathe a sigh of relief after another year of no destructive storms. This is Leo Fitzpatrick filling in for Hurricane Hal this week as he recovers from a nasty case of the flu. Oh... and Stan requests that all of the cards and flowers and casseroles you're sending his way be delivered directly to Hurricane Hal's home, and we here at the station would like to apologize about eating the delicious cinnamon rolls sent in by Mrs. Potter. Good night Weather Watchers."
 
   "And were out." Stan the producer of the weather segment and the manager of NUTV approached Leo and shook his hand. "Fantastic job, Leo. You're a natural on camera."
 
   "He sure is, and I'll just bet the citizens of Pecan Bayou and the surrounding area are tickled to have him on their television sets in the morning." Jeanette Burress, Stan's administrative assistant said. She pulled her gray wool jacket closer around her maroon frilly blouse that showed a generous amount of cleavage. Her gray pencil skirt hugged her hips and the whole outfit was accented by her silver stiletto heels.
 
   "Thanks, but believe it or not when I trained to be a meteorologist I didn't really see myself on people's televisions. I don't mind doing this to fill-in, but I sure wouldn't want to do it on a regular basis. Besides that my name doesn't go well with any sort of weather pattern."
 
   I laughed as I rose from the chair that Stan had given me during the filming. I was so glad Zach was feeling well enough to be home alone for a few hours this morning. I couldn't miss Leo's first on-air forecast. "We'll just have to come up with some sort of weather system that goes with the name Leo. Hmmm, how about Lake Effect Leo?"
 
   "No, somehow that just doesn't have the same kind of ring to it like Hurricane Hal."
 
   "You could always change your name to Stormy or maybe Rocky," Stan said, straightening his rust colored bow tie. A silence fell between us. "Sorry, there's only one Rocky in this town, I guess."
 
   "That's for sure." I said.
 
   "Have you heard anything new about the fire?" Jeanette said as she cleared up some copy off of the anchor desk.
 
   "No, nothing this morning. They were going to try to investigate further once it cooled off. The fire marshal is supposed to be faxing over his official report."
 
   "You know he called me the day of the fire about something, and I didn't have time to talk to him. We were doing a special on deer season. Rocky told me there was nothing like a hunting show in a state full of Texans with firearms to boost ratings.  To tell you the truth, though, I'm not sure if that's what he wanted."
 
   "Why do you say that?" I asked.
 
   "He was talking about some tax guy here in town. Rocky was always doing investigative reporting even if there wasn't anything to investigate. Something about somebody cheating on taxes I think. It was going to be quite a big exposé. Maybe he was thinking about using some of my services to do some sort of undercover sting. "
 
   "Did he give you the tax guy's name? "
 
   "No, he didn't. Now I just wished I'd taken a little more time to talk to him. Who knows? Maybe this is the guy who set the fire at the Gazette."
 
   "Now, they're not even sure that it's arson yet," Leo said.
 
   "You're right, but we all can pretty freely admit that Rocky ruffled a lot of feathers in this town."
 
   "Yes, and arson is the kind of thing that someone hot under the collar might do to cause significant damage to another person, but not hurt them," I said.
 
   "Pecan Bayou is such a small town, that if there was some sort of a corrupt tax accountant, we could probably look them up in the incredibly thick half-inch of yellow pages," Jeanette said.
 
   "Let me think," I said. "There's a little tax place down off of Main Street on Elm. I've never been inside, but a lot of people go there during tax time.  You can see it from Main Street." 
 
   "Oh yeah, I forgot about that place. It's one of those taxes while you wait joints. I could never use a simple service like that. Running the station I have some pretty unusual tax considerations. My accountant, Bob is a wizard at tracking all those deductions I need," Stan said.
 
   "Okay, so Rocky might have been on the wrong side of a 5 guy. Anybody else you know about? I mean, if it were to be ruled arson?" I asked.
 
   "Not right offhand, but who knows." Jeanette glanced down at her nails for a minute, and then with a realization she looked up at me. "Hey, you had some trouble with Rocky a while back didn't you?"
 
   "I guess so, but that's way in the past. That was when Charlie Loper's ghost kept appearing, and Rocky took my picture with ..."
 
   Leo interrupted, "A man you were out to dinner with that wasn't me..."
 
   "I went out with our district attorney to get information on a charge against my father..."
 
   Jeanette looked at both us as a slight smile curled on the corner of her lips. "Okay," she said slowly as an awkward moment settled between us.
 
   I walked over to a desk pushed up against the wall and picked up a local phone book. "Taxes ... tax preparation." I ran my finger along the page. "Have you ever heard of this West Agency?"
 
   Stan shook his head no. "Maybe I need to give Mr. West a visit."
 
   "Better yet, we could share this information with your father, and you could stay out of trouble," Leo said.
 
   Stan laughed. "You know Betsy I think being married is going to be remarkably good for your health and safety."
 
   As he spoke I felt my stomach lurch. That was funny, I usually had a cast iron digestive system. I didn't have time to come down with the flu.
 
   Leo looped his arm around my waist and squeezed. "Safe and sound and body discovery free." 
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER FIVE
 
    
 
    
 
   A few hours later as I stirred some chicken soup on the stove that I had planned to serve Zach for lunch, I jumped at a knock at my front door.
 
   My dad stuck his head in, and a gush of cool air made its way to me, something always welcome in Texas. "Hey there Betsy, am I here in time for lunch?"
 
   "Come on in Dad. I was just making some soup if you would like a bowl."
 
   "Homemade or canned?"
 
   "Canned."
 
   He looked a little disappointed. Aunt Maggie would have had homemade. "I guess it won't kill me. Dish me up, and I'll make myself a sandwich to go with it. So what's the galloping weatherman up to?"
 
   "Oh, he's busy. He's filling in for Hurricane Hal over at NUTV."
 
   "That idiot? Good. We'll finally have someone with some common sense giving the forecast. Did you know Hal put the town in a panic during Hurricane Ike? Half the people were preparing for the crazy folks from Houston, and the other half was sure we would be hit by a storm surge. Do these people even have a map? We're over a hundred miles from the coast."
 
   "Gee, I thought everybody liked Hurricane Hal."
 
   "After that delightful experience, I started calling him Hurricane Hell because that's what that polyester suited Ron Burgundy of weather caused."
 
   "I'm sure he meant well."
 
   My father pulled out two pieces of bread from the loaf on the counter and looked in the refrigerator. "Where is the mustard?"
 
   "Middle shelf."
 
   Dad looked down his nose into the bifocal part of his lens and pulled out the yellow plastic bottle. He turned around with sandwich makings in hand and came to the table.
 
   "As delighted as I'm sure you are to see me, I need to talk to you about something and didn't want to do it over the phone."
 
   "Is it about Rocky?" I said hoping that my gut feeling was wrong.
 
   "Betsy, maybe you should sit down, you're looking a little pale." I slid a chair out and lowered myself into it.
 
   "We found a body when we went through what was left of the Gazette building."
 
   My stomach churned, and I rose from the table making a dash for the bathroom. This couldn't be happening. I had been so sure that Rocky had gotten away. Leo had almost convinced me he was off fishing somewhere or eating some lonely old lady's casserole ... anything, but being found dead. I felt the dry heaves pulling up the contents of my stomach. I had tried to eat very little today, but still my stomach insisted on attempting to empty itself.
 
   "Betsy are you all right?" It had been a long time since my father stood outside the bathroom door trying to check on me. I was reminded of Zach just a day ago.
 
   "Yes, I'm fine. I think I just might have picked up Zach's flu."
 
   "Then what are you doing up and around? You need to be in bed." He said through the door.
 
   "I know, You have to understand that this just isn't a good time right now. I'm trying to get Zach through it first."
 
   "If you don't take care of yourself, it doesn't do anybody any good."
 
   I came out of the bathroom so suddenly that my father stepped back. "Oh darlin', you don't look so hot."
 
   "Thanks for telling me; I feel even better now." I returned to the kitchen fighting the queasiness as the smell of the soup reached me. It hadn't seemed to bother me before... "I'm okay dad, really. I must be fighting it off because the flu just seems to come and go. I can deal with that." I took a deep breath. "I'm ready. Tell me about what you found in the Gazette building. Are you sure it's Rocky?"
 
   "No, we're not absolutely sure, but dammit who else could it be? Rocky ran that paper with a bare-bones staff, and everybody we know that worked for him or has ever worked for him has been accounted for. The only person that's missing is Rocky. Hate to say it, but it just has to be him."
 
   I sat down at the table feeling exhaustion sweep over me. Growing up a cop's kid, I had been around plenty of death, but this one hit me harder than anything I had experienced. I tried not to think of the agony Rocky must have been in as the fire reached him. I don't know when I started crying, and I felt my father's hand on my shoulder.
 
   "Betsy, if Zach's symptoms have settled down, put him on the couch to watch TV all afternoon, and you go upstairs and take a nap. He'll be okay. If he needs anything I'm sure Zach will be knocking at your door. Art is doing everything he can to try to identify the body. To be perfectly honest we're still not sure that the mass of charred remains we found is even Rocky."
 
   "We can always hope it isn't him," I said but still thinking to myself if it isn't him, then who would it be? "There was something I needed to tell you that I learned this morning when I went with Leo to film his weather segment. Did Rocky say anything to you about exposing some guy?"
 
   "What guy?"
 
   "I don't have a lot of details; Stan called him the tax guy. We did find a West Agency in the phone book.  No one there had ever used his services."
 
   "A tax guy?" My father scratched his head. "You know Rocky did mention he was working on something, but he didn't tell me what. He didn't say anything about a tax guy. Did he have anything else to go on?"
 
   "No, sorry. That's all Stan knew. Everybody keeps saying that there might be several people who would be angry enough to set a fire…"
 
   "You're telling me.  I'll look into it. Maybe it'll lead to something, but then again maybe old Rocky will show up, and we won't have to worry about anything, right?"
 
   "Right." I said.  
 
   "So now, what do you need to do?"
 
   I remembered Rocky opening and closing his Zippo lighter as I struggled to answer his question, but then stifled a yawn. "I think I'll go lie down for a while."
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER SIX
 
    
 
    
 
   When I finally stole the chance to sink into bed, I fell into another deep sleep. I felt myself drifting into a dream. I was walking into the Pecan Bayou Gazette office and found Rocky with his feet propped up on his desk. He was paging through his latest paper and didn't look up when I drew close to him.
 
   "Rocky?" My voice sounded hollow, like I was speaking to him down a tunnel. He didn't move an inch. The paper remained in place.
 
   "Rocky?" Still nothing. I walked across the office, my footsteps echoing on the tile floor. He shifted slightly to thumb through the pages as if he wanted to check a ball score near the back. I reached out and pulled the paper away from his face gently. As the paper crunched down my breath caught in my throat. Globs of skin melted off of his cheek bones, and his nose was slightly off-center. His eyes bugged out of his skull as the remaining patches of his cheeks formed a smile.
 
   "Well if it isn't Betsy, the Happy Hinter." He broke into a wheezy laugh as smoke poured out of his malformed lips. I turned and ran from the office with his laughter resonating in my ears. Jolted into consciousness, I sat up in a cold sweat pulling the covers up around my knees. It was just a dream. A very bad dream. I needed to clear the image of Rocky's face out of my head. I rose from the bed to check on Zach. Looking up at the clock I could see that I had slept for two hours.
 
   He was stretched out on the couch with the remote in his hand.
 
   "Did you get your report done?"
 
   "Mostly."
 
   "How are you feeling?"
 
   "Better, I guess."
 
   I reached over and felt his forehead. "Your fever seems to be gone. That's a good sign. I think you can go back to school tomorrow."
 
   "I don't know, Mom. Let's not rush my recovery."
 
   "You'll be fine."
 
   "What's for dinner?"
 
   "See, better already." I think I was feeling better myself. Maybe I just had a light case of the flu and had already overcome it. As I looked in the refrigerator thinking about dinner, the dream crept back into my thoughts. Flu or no flu, I needed to find out what happened to Rocky.
 
   The front door opened with a bang. "Betsy, guess what? We had basketball tryouts after school today, and coach wants me for point guard. Isn't that exciting? I couldn't even get on the team in Dallas."
 
   "Just another joy of living in a small town," I said.
 
   Tyler dropped his backpack by the front door. He ran into the living room and repeated his story to Zach. Tyler had grown an inch taller than Zach in the last year, and it seemed that most sports came to him naturally. Zach, although he liked sports hadn't yet found his niche. He picked up his notebook.
 
   "That's great Tyler." He muttered.
 
   "Practices start during Thanksgiving week. Coach says we should try to get there if our families aren't on vacation. We aren't going on vacation are we Betsy?"
 
   "No, we'll be here."
 
   "Excellent. We have a lot of work to do to get our team in shape. I can't wait to tell my dad." Tyler turned around and ran back to pick up his book bag. "Have to get working on my homework. Coach says I can't let my average go below a C or he'll cut me from the team."
 
   "Better get to work then."
 
   "Oh yeah, and one more thing. They had a vote at school for the Harvest King, and guess what? They picked me! Isn't that wild?"
 
   Zach sat quietly on the couch his fingers playing with the edge of the afghan he was under. Could anything else good happen to his stepbrother in one day?
 
   "Mrs. Hamlin says you need to call her because the royal families help with the refreshments. We're a royal family. Bet you didn't know that!"
 
   "Not until right now. I'll be sure to give her a call, Tyler. Congratulations," I said. I really was happy for him, but I'll admit I was feeling Zach's pain.
 
   As he started to head to his room, he turned back. "Oh, and I need lots of protein for dinner. Have to build those strong muscles for the weight room, you know."
 
   "Got it," I said. Tyler bounded up the stairs. I looked back at Zach who now stared at the TV with a blank expression.
 
   "Are you doing okay?"
 
   Butch, our Weimaraner rested his chin on Zach's knee. Butch always seemed to have an instinct when someone needed him.  Zach reached down and petted him.  "Sure. Why wouldn't I be?"
 
   "I don't know, maybe because Tyler seems to be finding everything so easy in middle school."
 
   "And I'm not?" Oh boy, I had stepped in it now.
 
   "I didn't mean that Zach. I just wanted to say if there's anything you ever want to talk about I'm..."
 
   "I know, Mom."
 
   I waited for him to say something else, but his gaze returned to the television.
 
   "So if there is anything..." I repeated.
 
   "I got it, Mom. There's nothing I want to talk about right now."
 
   "Don't forget--Live for today, hope for tomorrow..."
 
   "Yeah, whatever." He pulled the pillow around his ears, his eyes never leaving the screen.
 
   Maybe I could get Leo to talk to him.  I texted him from the kitchen.
 
    
 
   Betsy: Need your parenting skills.  You on the way?
 
    
 
   Leo:  Sorry.  Have to work late.  Was going to call.  Be home around 9.  Xoxo
 
    
 
   Then again, maybe not.
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER SEVEN
 
    
 
    
 
   "Does this tie look okay?" Leo was putting the finishing touches to his on-camera outfit for his second day filling in for Hurricane Hal. He had come in last night and fell into bed, exhausted. I walked over and straightened the top not on the tie and then stepped back to take a look.
 
   "No, I think I like the silver one better."
 
   "Really, because I liked the blue one."
 
   "It's your choice, but you already have a navy blue shirt on, and it might look way too dark on camera." He turned and looked at himself in the full-length mirror one more time. He held up the silver tie to the navy blue shirt. Then, he took it away and tried the shirt with the dark tie.
 
   "I guess you're right. It's so great to have a woman's opinion on what I wear. When I work at a computer all day nobody really cares about clothes; they mostly care about clouds."
 
   "You're in the big league now. Who knows where this will lead your career? Maybe they'll let you pull the bingo balls over at the Catholic Church."
 
   "I suppose people I don't know will say 'Hello' to me when I walk down Main Street."
 
   "You're a celebrity now."
 
   "Even if I am, I will never be as famous as the Happy Hinter," He sat on the end of the bed and put on his shoes.
 
   "Not only are you becoming a celebrity, but your son is now the Harvest King."
 
   "The kid's barely been in school here for three months, and they make him king. Pretty impressive, if I do say so myself."
 
   "Along with that wonderful title comes the mother's job of providing some sort of refreshments for the Harvest Dance. I'm sure Phyllis Hamlin is not too pleased that Tyler beat out her precious offspring for his chance at royalty. Did you know she was complaining to Rocky about the placement of her son's picture in the paper?"
 
   "Better get your dad to do round the clock protection on Tyler. I've seen what happens in this town. So what are you going to do about refreshments?"
 
   "Okay I'll admit I've had a few disasters in the past, but that's behind me. Now I'm the stepmother of the Harvest King. That's no small accomplishment. You know, I think I might just whip something up in my own kitchen. I mean I'm constantly writing recipes into my columns. Surely there's something that I can pull out with a harvest theme." Secretly, I considered putting a call into the bakery right away.
 
   He raised one eyebrow at me in disbelief. "Betsy, are you sure about that?"
 
   "Of course. Don't you think I can bake something for a silly little dance? "
 
   He stood up and grabbed his wallet off of his dresser and started looking around the room. "Whatever you say."
 
   The doorbell rang downstairs.
 
   "Did you happen to see where I left my keys last night?"
 
   "Nope. You look. I'll get the door."
 
   When I finally made it to the front porch, whoever was ringing the bell had left a box of chocolates and a small brown stuffed bear.
 
   "Oh boy it looks like Zach got another gift from that little girl at school." I said as Leo came downstairs jingling his keys in his pocket.
 
   "That must have been some smooch in the closet. Did he even get a chance to thank her for the first bear?"
 
   "I have no idea. It does seem a little strange though that she's bringing him a second bear and now a box of chocolates."
 
   "He did say that he thought she was weird."
 
   I met her, and I didn't think she was weird. I thought she was sweet."
 
   "You would. Well you just better get used to it. Your handsome sons will be pursued by women for years to come. It happened to me."
 
   "What are you trying to say? That I pursued you? I think it was just the opposite."
 
   "You were the one who was throwing herself into my arms. I think you almost cracked a rib."
 
   "What can I say.  You were irresistible.  That and I was sure you were a murderer."
 
   "I never was good at first impressions." Leo gave me a goodbye kiss and headed out the door.
 
   "Love you." He sauntered down the walk to his car.
 
   I set the little bear on the table. Zach would have to deal with Grace in his own way, and I only hoped that he would be kind to her. She seemed like such a nice little girl.
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER EIGHT
 
    
 
    
 
   After Leo finished his second weather segment he asked me to meet him for a late breakfast. It was amazing that the Pecan Bayou Diner was open so soon after the fire.  I guess the water barrier the fire department put up worked.  As we entered the diner, Birdie and the regulars were focused on the television that hung above the counter. 
 
   We slid into the booth, and as Leo picked up his menu, Birdie and another woman clapped from across the restaurant.
 
   "There's the man himself," Birdie said as she set out silverware wrapped in napkins. The smells of the diner didn't quite overcome the smell of the lingering smoke left from Rocky's fire. 
 
   "We were just watching you on the television. Clear skies and in the sixties all the way up to Thanksgiving. Now that's the kind of weather forecast I like hearing."
 
   "You were watching me on television just now?"
 
   "Oh sure.  We always watch Hurricane Hal first thing in the morning. Now we get to watch lovely Leo."   My husband was not a man that sought out the limelight, and so this whole show of appreciation made him a little uncomfortable. Phyllis Hamlin who was picking up a to-go order pushed some cash into the cashier's hands and scurried over.
 
   "When they told me they were going to have a replacement for Hurricane Hal I just couldn't imagine who it would be. I'm going to have to congratulate Stanley for making such an excellent choice." She drank in the sight of him and then turned to me. "Oh, and Betsy, so glad I ran into you. We need to talk about what the Harvest King will be bringing to the dance."
 
   Mrs. Hamlin searched in her finely tooled brown leather handbag and finally pulled out a pack of cigarettes. She withdrew one from the pack and then reached for a slim gold lighter. "I just can't stand it sometimes. I wish I had never started with these terrible things. I'll bet you don't smoke, Leo, not with that beautiful  voice of yours." 
 
   She was flirting openly with my husband. It was as if I wasn't even sitting there. I wondered if this was what it was like to be the wife of a star. Was it my imagination or was there estrogen dripping from the overhead fans?  What is the deal with women and weathermen?
 
   "Now you know you can't smoke in here Mrs. Hamlin. Take it outside," Birdie said as she scooted her out the door with her apron.
 
   Phyllis Hamlin waved with her cigarette hand, smoke trailing behind her. "I'll call you!" She said. The only problem was I wasn't sure just which one of us she was referring to.
 
   "Who is that woman exactly?"
 
   "Oh that's Phyllis Hamlin. She's the head of the PTA and controller of all things at the boys' school. I can't believe you don't know her."
 
   "Oh."
 
   "She sure seemed to be entranced by you Mr. Weather God. Better keep your eye on that one."
 
   Leo laughed. "I think you're safe Betsy. She's not my type."
 
   "Better not be."
 
    Birdie came over with our ice water. I looked around the diner and noticed most of the booths were empty. "Where is everybody? This place is usually packed this time of day. Don't people know that even with the fire you're open?"
 
   "It's the flu, Betsy. Half the town is out with it. Mother made some of her special slow cooker chicken noodle soup, and it's been selling by the gallon. All our business today is to go. Nobody feels like sitting around here."
 
   "Who do you know that has it?"
 
   "Let's see. Mayor Obermeyer's sick. His wife's been in for the last two days picking up soup. Earl's Coffee is closed because he was so sick. He probably got the whole town sick before he shut his doors. Celia from Benny's barbecue is down with it and so is the baby. I'm telling you this town is going fast." She raised her penciled-in eyebrows switching to automatic cheerful waitress voice. "Now what can I get for you two?"
 
   "You know, I think I'll pass," I said.
 
   "Are you sure?" Leo said. "I'm so hungry I could eat half the menu." He patted his thin middle.  
 
   "You go right ahead. I had a big bowl of cereal this morning."
 
   "Oh cereal won't last you half an hour. You want to have some eggs or something," Birdie said.
 
   "No, I'm fine." The thought of a couple of greasy eggs and bacon from the diner made me want to throw up.
 
   Later as Leo dove into his short stack and scrambled eggs, I glanced out the window at the sunny November day. Even with the bright blue and lack of humidity I still felt low. The paper was gone, and Rocky was missing. Life around Pecan Bayou would never be the same.
 
   "Betsy?" I quickly pulled my gaze back to Leo who was carefully watching me.  Birdie came over as he put some cash into the little black folder that held our check. "Is there anything I can do?"
 
   "Huh?" I looked up to see Mayor Obermeyer's wife walking by the diner window on Main Street. She stared straight at Leo and smiled revealing a set of dimples in her rounded cheeks. She lifted up her hand and waved frantically at my husband. "Oh my, I think you must have another admirer."
 
   "Great, I never had this kind of trouble when the only women I worked around had their heads in the clouds."
 
   "She's a focused disturbance that's for sure." As I said that another woman came and stood next to her, and they pointed openly at us making me feel like the orangutan in the zoo. Once they finished pointing him out they went into spontaneous giggles.
 
   "Should I wave back?" Leo asked.
 
   "Don't you dare. That will only encourage them." I rose from the table and suddenly felt a surge of heat rush through me. What did Bertie have the thermostat on anyway? "I'm ready." I choked out.
 
   From the counter the part-time waitress, Susie, shrieked as she and Jimmy, the cook, seemed to be chasing Birdie out of the dining room area.
 
   "What happened?"
 
   "It's Birdie," she said grabbing a dish towel. "She just threw up."
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER NINE
 
    
 
    
 
   After kissing Leo goodbye and sending him on his way to his real job, I went to the grocery store to stock up on Sprite for Zach even though he had returned to school. In truth the Sprite was for me. The aisles of the supermarket were not overly crowded as I guided my shopping cart through the tall rows of evenly aligned products. On my way to the soft drink aisle I passed through precisely stacked piles of fruits and vegetables thinking I might do better with a simpler diet. I noticed Miss Caroline choosing an eggplant.
 
   "Miss Caroline, it's great I ran into you. I wanted to let you know that before the fire at the Gazette, I was going to be using your cornbread stuffing recipe in the paper." She held the eggplant in her arthritic hands and placed it in her basket with a great effort.
 
   "Oh yes, the fire. So sad. Mr. Whitson was a lovely man. It really was the best stuffing I've ever made." She brought her glasses down her nose and examined me. "I'm sorry, have we met?"
 
   "Oh, I'm the one who's sorry. I'm Betsy Fitzpatrick, I write The Happy Hinter Column." She still looked as if she had no idea who I was as she now pursed her bottom lip."
 
   "Uh, of course, dear. It's nice to meet you. Now that I know I was almost in the paper again I'll have to be excited and disappointed all at once."
 
   I reached over and picked up a bunch of bananas and placed them into my basket.
 
   "Oh, those are good for potassium. You'll need that," she said as she started wheeling her creaky cart away from me.
 
   "Thanks." I waved thinking Miss Caroline was just a little kooky. I came around a display of sweet potatoes when I noticed a man next to the bagged salad looking my way. It seemed like a pretty strange place to be picking up women on a weekday morning. I'm sure the fruits and vegetable section of your local supermarket must be in the top ten list for meeting your next hot date. I attempted to steal a glance and realized he was wearing sunglasses and was looking straight at me. He quickly looked away, hiding the view of his face. I tried to play it off like I was really scanning the counters full of produce.
 
   I pushed my cart towards the cereal aisle putting the man in the sunglasses behind me. Maybe I could get out of the store before he did. I thought about calling Leo, but really all the guy did was look my way. How exactly would I explain that one on the phone?
 
   "Betsy?"
 
   I turned to see Mrs. Thatcher from the Pecan Bayou Police Department. She was usually sitting behind her desk dispatching radio calls at this time of day so I was surprised to be running into her in the supermarket.
 
   What are you doing here at this hour" I asked.
 
   "They do let me out every once in a while for good behavior."
 
   "Oh. Have you heard anything more about the fire?"
 
   "Not much, only that they are pretty sure that it was Rocky's body among the ashes. This town just won't be the same without him." Mrs. Thatcher was in her fifties and divorced and was one of the many middle-aged women who had openly flirted with Rocky.
 
   "Oh I'm so sorry. I know this must be very upsetting for you."
 
   As I was about to answer her I looked over and saw the creepy guy again. "Do you see that guy?"
 
   "What guy?" She adjusted her cat eye glasses on her nose searching the aisles in front of us.
 
   "That guy." I turned to gesture towards the man in the jacket, but he was no longer there. I made a complete turn surveying the entire store and couldn't see him anywhere.
 
   "Where did he go? He was just right there." I said pointing to nothing.
 
   She patted my arm gently. "Betsy, dear you look a little peaked. Maybe all of this is getting to you."
 
   I turned around one more time looking for the stranger. He had disappeared. Miss Caroline who was now busy squeezing perfectly good loaves of bread looked up and waved her misshapen fingers at me.
 
   "I must be crazy. You're probably right. Zach just went through a bout of the flu. Maybe I'm coming down with it."
 
   "Oh, well that explains everything. You know the best thing for flu, don't you? Plenty of fluids. Drink water, juice, soup. It's all good. You can put that advice in the paper."
 
   "Not anymore, I guess."
 
   "Oh, you're right. What was I thinking? Losing Rocky also means you've lost a job. You still have your little show on Nutty TV. I record it all the time and come back and watch it. If you ever need any other helpful hints, Mrs. Thatcher the dispatcher is at your service." She clicked her heels and saluted.
 
   "I appreciate that."
 
   "And Betsy," she said from behind her hand in a hushed voice, "I promise not to tell a soul about your ... seeing things."
 
   It could have been worse. I might have talked about being stalked by strange men in front of Ruby Green and had it mentioned between every haircut down at the Hairhouse. Whatever Mrs. Thatcher thought of me - this guy was real, and whether it was the flu or not, a chill went through me.
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER TEN
 
    
 
    
 
   Given that I was now out of a job I figured I'd better get to work looking for other outlets for the Happy Hinter column. Maybe I could syndicate to several newspapers? I could start freelancing articles and keep doing my efficiency checks on local businesses. I had grown so comfortable with working for Rocky, and now it seemed like I was starting all over again. Certainly my exposure in the newspaper had led to my fifteen minutes of weekly fame on NUTV, but still I felt the need to scramble because my largest reader base had just evaporated. People in small towns don't always choose the Internet for their latest helpful hint.
 
   I opened my laptop and began searching for newspaper listings in the Tri-county area but was immediately distracted with the desire to check my e-mail. I don't know why, but I have to constantly check my e-mail. How many store circulars and spam e-mails could I waste my time on? I guess the answer was limitless because I couldn't make a visit to my laptop without pulling them up. I had a PTA email, but didn't click on it. I could read it later. I also had a monthly newsletter about the dangers of fleas and ticks from Dr. Springer. Finally, I had an e-mail from someone whose name I didn't recognize. Chances were it was spam or some Nigerian prince offering me scads of money if I would just help out with one tiny thing. I would have deleted it on the spot except that the subject line read "To the Happy Hinter". I was about to click on it when there was a tapping on my front door. I could see the navy blue of my father's uniform through the cut class window.
 
   I opened the door.  "For a minute there I thought you were a little girl who keeps bringing Zach gifts.  It seems he has an admirer."
 
   "That's my boy."  Judd said trying to sound upbeat even though his smile was not quite there. His downcast face held a clue that the news he had to share with me was not going to be easy. "I need to talk to you darlin'. I was hopin' to catch you at home."
 
   I tried to make light of it, hoping my instincts were wrong. 
 
   "We've all been pretty busy trying to sort out what happened down at the Gazette. You know we had Leroy Amundson, the fire marshal looking at the scene. He came up with some pretty interesting findings."
 
   "Can I get you some coffee?" I wasn't sure I wanted to hear what he was about to tell me.
 
   "That would be fine," he said his eyes watching me as he took a seat at my kitchen table.
 
   "So Mr. Amundson thinks that the fire was arson?" I set the cup down in front of him and then started to sit. Another thought crossed my mind.
 
   "We might have some cookies somewhere." I started to search the cupboards nearly knocking a box of crackers off the shelf.
 
   "Betsy, I'm fine. Will you sit down?" He spoke his last words in a steady beat in an attempt to slow my nervous fiddling. I stopped trying to busy my way out of the situation and sat down leaning on my elbow.
 
   "Arson." I repeated after him. "Arson? Who would want to set the Gazette on fire?"
 
   "I think the question that you really have to ask yourself is who wouldn't? You know Rocky's been pretty successful at finding a way to piss off almost everybody in this town. Even I've wanted to knock that smile off his face on occasion."
 
   I thought about someone possibly getting so mad at Rocky they would want to kill him. He was right. It could happen. Rocky always seemed to wiggle out of trouble.
 
   "You were over at the Gazette on the last day, Betsy. Was Rocky particularly upset about anything?"
 
   "I don't know. Things seemed to be going like they always do over there. Phyllis Hamlin from the PTA came in, and she was angry about something, but Rocky didn't seem to be worried about it. If anything he was enjoying it."
 
   "Phyllis Hamlin?"
 
   Phyllis had seemed so sophisticated as she played with the pearls on her neck. Who would have thought that she was a smoker? She just didn't look the part. My father waited for an answer. "Oh...and there were some others too, I'm sure."
 
   He pulled out his little black notebook and started writing down my ramblings. We had entered the police questioning phase. "And you say she runs the PTA? Did she make any direct threats against Rocky?"
 
   "What exactly do you mean?"
 
   "You know like I'm going to kill you or I'm going to burn down the building? Something obvious like that."
 
   "She was upset, but she wasn't that upset, Dad. Leo and I just saw her at Birdie's yesterday and she seemed fine. Tyler is the Harvest King at school, and her biggest concern was whether or not I would provide baked goods for the dance."
 
   "Big mistake on her part," he said dryly.
 
   "Did you find anything out about the tax guy?"
 
   "Working on it. Would you have any old copies of the Gazette around here? Normally I would go down to the paper to look this up, but it's no longer there for me to go lookin'."
 
   Decades of historical archives had been stored at the Gazette. Now it was all gone as well as so much of the history of Pecan Bayou.
 
   "I have a stack for recycling in the garage."
 
   "Let's have a look then."
 
   After moving the boys' bikes, I reached over and handed my dad a musty paper.
 
   "Rocky would put an ad for a tax preparation agency back near the classifieds possibly next to something like an ad for a septic service. His little joke." I found a tiny ad for the Eight-Minute Tax Man along with his telephone number and address. I looked at the face of Edgar West staring back at me. He was a balding middle-aged man with cheap black rimmed glasses that encircled beady black eyes. Obviously he thought by putting his picture in the ad would somehow attract the reader to his speedy tax preparation skills. After staring at his grainy image, there was no way I would trust someone like that to fill out a document I was sending to the government.
 
   "Take it with you. I need to get back to looking for a new place for my column."
 
   "I'll be sure to call the Houston Chronicle for ya."
 
   "I only wish." After Dad left, I returned to my laptop. Before I really started my job quest, I checked my e-mail. The email to the Happy Hinter was still at the top of the list. I opened it expecting the blue screen of death informing me that I had just fallen prey to an infection from a computer virus of some sort. Instead, it was one simple sentence.
 
   "Trust no one."
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER ELEVEN
 
    
 
    
 
   "Betsy dear," My aunt said, her voice raspy. "I know you're busy and all, especially with this terrible tragedy with Rocky, but I was wondering if you had a little extra time today and could run down to the drugstore for me to pick up some of that medicine with the rainbow on the bottle."
 
   "Oh no. You're throwing up?"
 
   "Seems like I am. I'm awful sorry. I hate to impose, but I'm sick, and I think Danny's coming down with it too."
 
   "Aunt Maggie I'll be there in half an hour. Is there anything else you need? How about some soup and crackers?"
 
   "That might be a good idea. Danny likes those club crackers, you know, and maybe some chicken broth."
 
   "Not a problem. I'll see you soon."
 
   I grabbed my purse and drove back down to the store to pick up the supplies Aunt Maggie and Danny would need. My own stomach had settled down almost completely. I guess my ability to fight off the flu was a little better than Zach's. I found great comfort in that. I just had to hope that Leo wouldn't fall prey to it. As I loaded my bags into the car, I spotted Shorty Martin, the hunting columnist putting a case of beer into the back of his pickup truck. I wondered if he listed that on his taxes as a hunting supply?  I was starting to get into my car when Shorty walked over.
 
   "It's just awful ain't it?" Shorty said.
 
   "Excuse me?"
 
   "The fire. Ol' Rocky and all." He took off his weathered baseball cap and scratched at the tan line that revealed a very white bald head.
 
   "Yes, yes it is. We can only hope that Rocky got out of there in time."
 
   His eyes widened as his mouth took on a sideways smirk. "Hell, girl. Ol' Rocky was pretty wily, but I got no idea how he could get out of a fire like that."
 
   I knew he was right on some level, still I just wasn't willing to agree.
 
   "When was the last time you spoke with Rocky?"
 
   "Uh, let me think now. I saw him on Saturday down at the VFW." He looked around and drew closer to speak into my ear. "You probably ain't privy to this, but Rocky and I used to tie one on every once in awhile. Seems like Rocky took the pledge for clean livin' in the last few years, and he wasn't any more fun than a church lady at a wrasslin' match."
 
   "Did he mention anything to you?"
 
   "Bout what?"
 
   "I don't know. They think someone burned down the Gazette on purpose. Was there anyone that you know of who was particularly mad at him?"
 
   "With Rocky there was always somebody puttin' him in their sites. Who the hell knows. To be perfectly honest, Rocky and I were at ... a rough patch …"
 
   "Why?"
 
   "Oh, he was pushing me on turnin' in my column. I kept telling him, I said, Rocky great art takes time."
 
   I stifled a comment. I had read some of Shorty's work. It was neither great nor art.
 
   "We'll all miss him and his paper. What am I going to line the chicken coop with now?"
 
   *****
 
   "Oh my, Betsy that Shorty Martin is as useless as a man can be around here." Aunt Maggie lifted a spoonful of soup to her mouth.
 
   "Is that the man who smells like old cigars?" Danny had his feet up on the other couch resting comfortably under his Spiderman blanket. He was now munching on the club crackers I had picked up from the store. His healthy appetite for the salty treats made me wonder if he was sick at all.
 
   "That's the one," I said.
 
   "He says bad words."
 
   "Yes, he does."
 
   "He gets real mad sometimes too. When I was sweeping up for Doctor Springer one day he wanted to light one of his cigars. He  threw the match on the floor. It wasn't very nice."
 
   "You're kidding."
 
   "Then Dr. Springer came out and told him he wasn't allowed to smoke in the building. He called her a bad name and took his stinky dog with him."
 
   I knew Shorty was a little rough around the edges, but I had never heard about him yelling at anybody.
 
   "You know, I think Mr. Shorty Martin was pickled."
 
   I looked at him in confusion.
 
   "Pickled, as in too much to drink." Aunt Maggie said. "Shorty Martin has always been a mean drunk. No doubt about it. His wife, Dora, goes to stay with her mother when he gets that way. So sad, really." She slurped a little on her soup. "Has there been anything new on the investigation?"
 
   "It's been ruled an arson. Dad was asking me about people that Rocky angered in the last few days. I guess we add Shorty to the list now."
 
   "He might have been riled up, but I'd be surprised if he had the gumption to set the place on fire. Who else was feuding with him?"
 
   I started my list of suspects. "First there was the tax guy."
 
   "Was he pickled too?" Danny asked.
 
   "No, but I do I think he might have been doing something against the law and Rocky was on to him."
 
   "I don't know how that could be such a shocker. Some of those tax outfits are pretty shady." Aunt Maggie said.
 
   "Then there was the head of the PTA at the boy's school, and then the pet rescue woman. I think that's all."
 
   Danny slowed down chewing his club crackers. His face started to take on a green tinge that made me imagine what a Smurf would look like on the morgue table. "Danny? Are you going to throw up?" Aunt Maggie tried to get him to stand by pulling him up by the elbow. I rushed to the other side.
 
   "Danny, what you say we walk on down to the bathroom?"
 
   "I can do it myself." He clipped. He was proud of his independence and hated it when people offered to help him with any simple task. He rose from the couch and started walking towards the bathroom. After about three steps, his walk turned into a jog and then the jog into a run. I heard him hit the door and throw up into the toilet. He made it just in time.
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER TWELVE
 
    
 
    
 
   As I drove down Main Street to return home, the burned out structure of what once was the Pecan Bayou Gazette loomed in front of me. All that had been there, day after day, week after week, year after year had perished. The street didn't look right anymore, and I suddenly felt lost in a familiar place. It looked as sad and charred as I felt inside. I pulled into an empty park in front of the building as there were tears now blurring my vision. Grabbing for a tissue out of my purse I noticed a van pulling in across the street. A man in his twenties got out and fiddled with his keys for a moment. He stood back and looked at an empty storefront. It was as if he was imagining the possibilities the empty commercial space would hold for him. Then, he reached into the van for a cardboard file box. That storefront had been empty for over a year. The last tenant had opened a scuba diving shop, something that was almost to fail in central Texas, still the dive shop stayed open for six months before it went out. Retail space in this town could stay empty for a decade.
 
   The man turned towards the street as he lifted the carton, and I could see his face. He had dark brown wavy hair and a good build, like he'd spent some time working out more than his beer arm. He put a key in the door and went inside behind the yellowed newspapers that were serving as window coverings. I glanced at the van to see if there was any kind of insignia or logo on it. A stranger in town opening a store was big news, so I left my own car and stepped a little closer to the van craning my neck to see inside. A box with folded newspapers was sitting in the passenger seat. The top one had the masthead: Pecan Bayou Courier. I couldn't recall ever hearing of another newspaper in town. Before I could step back from snooping in the window, the man came back out onto the street.
 
   "Can I help you?" Awkward doesn't even begin to touch how I was feeling at that moment. I bit my bottom lip and cleared my throat, "Sorry, but I couldn't help noticing the newspapers in the front seat of your car. I've never heard of the Courier."
 
   "I'm sure you haven't." He reached into his van and took out the box of papers. He slammed the passenger side door shut.
 
   "You're going to start a newspaper in Pecan Bayou?"
 
   "Yes I am," he said with a frustrated sigh. He obviously had a lot more to do than standing around talking to a nosy woman on the sidewalk. A silence fell between us.
 
   "Is that all?"
 
   "I'm sorry." I extended my hand. "I'm Betsy Fitzpatrick. I work for the Gazette." The man's eyebrows raised.
 
   "Do you? Or a do you mean you did? Are you a reporter?"
 
   "Oh no, not really. I write the Happy Hinter column for Rocky. "My voice caught on his name.
 
   "I see." He started to turn towards the building, box in hand.
 
   I called after him. "It's just that..."  He turned back around now with the look of impatience on his face.
 
   "It's just that the Gazette burned down a few days ago, and here you are setting up a newspaper. It seems awfully sudden. I mean, Rocky might just be out of town or something. We're not sure of anything yet."
 
   "I am sure of one thing, Mrs. Livingston. I'm sure that this town is in need of a newspaper, and I am the man to produce it.  And one more thing, my newspaper will not be including ... bloggers." He went into the building.
 
   I headed back across the street. I was supposed to be on my way home, but found myself stopping in front of the Gazette. The sadness had returned, but now it was accompanied by a burning inside that had to be anger. I wondered if my dad knew anything about this guy? Surely he had to register for some sort of business permit or something that would take him into the city offices. As I walked back towards my car, I saw a shadow pass in the small alley next to the hardware store.
 
   Just as I started to turn, a voice called to me from across the street. Ruby Green stood in the doorway of The Best Little Hairhouse in Texas. If anybody knew anything about this new guy, she would. When I entered, Ruby went behind her reception counter and was putting bottles of conditioner into the glass case. Her hair was newly dyed a rich chestnut brown, and she had large glittery turkey feather earrings swinging from her ears.
 
   "Thanks for stopping in, Betsy. I just wanted to express my condolences about the paper and losin' Rocky and all. I know your heart must be breaking into little pieces."
 
   "Thank you, I guess, but really I'm not ready to accept the fact that Rocky is gone."
 
   Caroline Ogilvy pulled her head out from under a dryer with her hair set in metal curlers with pink and blue spikes coming out of them. "Betsy, I heard they found a body in the building. Who else could that be?"
 
   "Oh, Miss Caroline. I didn't know you were here. We meet again..."
 
   "Yes we do. I know it's a hard thing to accept Betsy, but sometimes you just can't get away from fate." She reached up to check her hair. "I think I'm done Ruby."
 
   "Until I hear from the coroner that it's really Rocky, Miss Caroline, I'm holding on to what I feel. I know that probably sounds stupid."
 
   "Not at all. I firmly believe in following your gut instinct as they say."
 
   "Now don't you discount Miss Caroline, Betsy. She's a sharp as a tack this one and not much gets by her. Some of us think she has a sort of sixth sense."
 
   Miss. Caroline turned her head slightly to the side as one of her curlers dangled off of her temple. "It's true. I can tell a lot about people just by looking into their faces, and how are you feeling now? I know you looked a little pale in the grocery store."
 
   Before I could answer, Ruby added. "So many people are getting the flu. Half my appointments have either canceled or just not shown up. Let's see, Libby Loper, Eula Jean, Maggie,...oh it just goes on and on. You take care of yourself, honey."
 
   I ran my fingers through my hair and smiled. "I'm fine. Really I am."
 
   Ruby stepped from behind the counter and gently took my hand in hers.  As she came closer to me the scent of hairspray drifted into my nose making it tickle. "Sometimes it's hard to face reality. Rocky might be dead. You can't get away from it no matter how hard you try," she said.
 
   "I know. I just have a hard time thinking Rocky would let himself get caught in that fire. Any man that can take as many sneaky pictures as he did has to be pretty fast on his feet."
 
   Ruby clucked her tongue and shook her head in disbelief at my naïveté. "You bet, darlin. He was a speedy son of a gun."
 
   "I was wondering. Do you know anything about the man moving into the old scuba store down the street?" Ruby walked over to her door and took a look out at her neighboring businesses.
 
   "Somebody new is moving in?"
 
   "Yes. I just met him. He's going to start a newspaper called the Pecan Bayou Courier."
 
   Ruby gasped and brought her tawny-brown lacquered fingernails to her mouth. "My heavens, you have to be kidding me. I have no idea who the man is, but give me until the end of the day." She focused in on the newspaper covered windows, and her eyes narrowed as the young man I had just spoken to carried a box into the store.
 
   Miss Caroline giggled. "Oh my. This day just gets better and better."
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER THIRTEEN
 
    
 
    
 
   Later that evening as Zach put the finishing touches on his report, and Tyler watched football on the television, I cleaned up the kitchen.
 
   As I was wiping down the counters, Leo came in the door.
 
   "You're home early."
 
   "Shhh.  Don't tell anybody.  I'm exhausted."
 
   "Your secret's safe with me. We might have some dinner left over."
 
   "Too tired.  I think when I fall asleep I might just drift away on a cumulus cloud."
 
   I dried off my hands, and then kissed him gently on the cheek, my lips lingering for just a minute.  "Go on up to bed, then."
 
   "There's room for two, you know."
 
   "I thought you were tired."
 
   "Never that tired."
 
   "Go on."  I told him. 
 
   As I finished the dishes I smiled as I thought about Leo and his cumulus cloud.  That was when it hit me.  A cloud.  Rocky kept his files backed up on an online cloud storage system.   
 
    He had been pretty good about keeping up with technology.  I had seen him logging onto an online cloud from the newspaper office many times.  It never seemed important to me before.
 
   I ran upstairs to my computer and pulled up the cloud website and tried "PBGazette" with the password 1-2-3-4. The log in box kept the user name but not the password. I leaned back in my chair and thought. His password would probably be more than just a series of numbers. It would have been something that was a reflection of his life. I typed in "reporter", and the screen returned "Password Fail". I spelled out "Rocky". The same. After that, I tried every combination I could think of that had anything to do with Rocky and his life. I even tried Lone Star, his favorite brand of beer. Nothing seemed to work.
 
   I called my dad to see if maybe he would possibly know what Rocky's password might be.
 
   "Hey darlin', glad you called, but I was hopin' you were Art. Seems like he's slowing down these days, and I sure would like to know if that was Rocky we found in there."
 
   "It's not Rocky. It can't be. If it was him, then something must have been holding him there. Did it look like whoever you found had been tied up?"
 
   "Hard to tell. I didn't see any rope. If Art isn't off celebrating deer season with Shorty Martin, he's supposed to be testing the bones. With those two imbibing in the deer stands, we'll have plentiful deer and an abundance of trees with bullet wounds. We took some hair from Rocky's hairbrush and sent it along to the lab in Houston to compare the DNA between that and the body we found. We ought to begin to get some answers soon."
 
   "You mean you're going to have to send it all the way to Houston to find out? That could take forever."
 
   "Yes it could, but I don't see how we have many other options at this point, and until Rocky shows up, this is what we have to go on."
 
   "I guess you're right. I need to be patient. I was trying to get into Rocky's files."
 
   "Weren't they burned up in the fire?"
 
   "The paper files were, but the digital ones he kept stored in his internet storage system should still be there."
 
   "Damn, Betsy. Why didn't you tell me about this sooner?"
 
   "I just thought of it, Dad. I know his log in name, but what I don't know is his password. Would you have any idea what that might be?"
 
   The line on the other end grew silent. I began to wonder if we had been cut off.
 
   "Man, I don't know ... Rocky and I were close, but not enough to share each other's passwords. I would have to ponder a while on that one."
 
   "I've tried everything I can think of. Do you remember the name of his first wife?"
 
   "Oh, that would be Letty ... Betty ... Something. I can't remember that woman's name. He was only married to wife number one for six months. Then, you've got um...Clarissa, and then there was Fran ...If you count in all the ladies in town, the possibilities are endless."
 
   "If I can just get into that computer file I could get a little more information on what Rocky had on the tax guy and whoever else he was annoying at the time."
 
   "It was a regular revolving door on Rocky's hate list. As for Edgar West, we had him in for questioning, and I've never seen a human being with so little information. I would probably put money on the fact Mr. West is hiding something."
 
   "Do you know anybody who has used him for their taxes? Maybe if somebody was cheated by him they might have something to say to us." I said.
 
   "That's our next step. We could try to subpoena his customer list. I don't think there's any kind of client privilege thing going on with that. I'll have to check."
 
   "You do that, and I'll ask down at the Hair House and the Diner. Maybe they know somebody. I won't need a court order for that."
 
   I looked up to see Zach and Tyler standing in the door. They both had on their pajamas and were waiting not too patiently for me to hang up the phone.
 
   "Mom," Zach said. "Can we pop some popcorn?"
 
   "I don't know, it's getting pretty late." 
 
   My father added his unasked-for opinion. "Betsy, it won't rot their teeth. Lighten up."
 
   The cloying odor of microwave popcorn might be just enough to take my delicate stomach back into a state of queasiness. They continued to stare at me waiting for my response.
 
   "Okay, I guess so."
 
   "Thanks Mom."
 
   "Thanks Bets'," Tyler said.
 
   I tried to ignore Tyler's new nickname for me.
 
   "Dad if you think of what his password might be, let me know."
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER FOURTEEN
 
    
 
    
 
   The next morning, feeling like I needed to try a new direction,  I decided to pay a visit to Edgar West. He ran his tax business from a small building off of Main Street that had formerly been rented by Cuties Quick Copy Shop. Cuties went out with the burgeoning sales of personal home printers. Even though it was now set up with cheap office furniture and posters of happy people doing taxes, there was still a faint whiff of printing press ink in the air. I recognized the small man with black framed glasses from his newspaper ad. He had a receding hairline and a double chin that seemed to stretch with his grin. Swooping in on me like a falcon to a field mouse he stood up and extended his hand. Edgar west had on a ratty-looking sport coat and a wrinkled shirt that was buttoned midway showing a sparse amount of chest hair on his flabby body.
 
   "Hello. What can I do for you today?"
 
   There is nothing like a tax guy outside of the tax season to give you his full attention. I scrambled to think of some sort of problem I could have. As I came up with something, his beseeching eyes seemed to glisten.
 
   "I just stopped in because ... well, I wanted to know how you can do taxes in eight minutes? It takes me at least an hour just to fill out the 1040EZ form."
 
   He nodded knowingly. Another disbeliever. "That's because you have not been working with a professional, sweetheart. You fill out one form a year. I fill out hundreds, so of course I've developed quite a bit of know-how, speed, and agility. I don't mean to brag or anything, but I've actually done a 1040EZ in four minutes. I thought about putting that into my advertising, only I was afraid everybody would want me to do their taxes in that amount of time." He laughed at his own joke. Now that I had him talking about himself he seemed to be enjoying it.
 
   "That certainly explains a lot."
 
   "Was there anything else?"
 
   I tried to think of a way to bring up Rocky without it sounding suspicious. "Yes, um ... wasn't it terrible about the fire at the Gazette?" That didn't seem too obvious. Edgar West stopped short.
 
   He tugged at his collar. "I'm sorry, I didn't get your name."
 
   "Betsy Livingston Fitzpatrick."
 
   "And I'm guessing you're not here to ask me to do your taxes." He settled back into his chair. "What can I really do for you? Are you some sort of boondocks undercover police woman?"
 
   I was really hoping he would have told me something before he shut down the way he did for the police. Maybe I could appeal to him in a feminine way. I smiled and played with a strand of my hair.
 
   "Okay you caught me" I said, trying to play it off as sounding goofy. "I was trying to go all Nancy Drew on you. It's just that Rocky is missing, and you are one of the last people that spoke of to him. I was hoping that maybe you had something that could help us. Did he mention anybody who might want to set the newspaper on fire?" At the end of my question I purposely let my voice break just a little bit so he would think I was about to break down in tears.
 
   He didn't fall for my attempt at flirtation or crying." I hate to disappoint you, but Rocky Whitson and I were far from being friends. Rocky took one look at my ability to churn out taxes and decided that I was doing something wrong. He thought I must be cheating the government or stealing from the people I prepared taxes for. I told him if he printed anything in the paper he would be opening himself up for a lawsuit. Frankly, it's just lucky that he burned up in that fire before it went any further. I was serious about suing him and had already contacted a lawyer." He returned to his desk and began reading his computer screen. "You can see yourself out."
 
   "Mr. West, if Rocky thought there was something illegal going on with what you do here, he was probably right. Rocky Whitson was an investigative reporter, and one thing he could always spot was a con."
 
   "Everybody's entitled to their own opinion, Mrs. Fitzpatrick. It's just too bad that yours is so wrong. Rocky was a pestilence, and frankly, I feel all happy inside when I think of him burning."
 
   "And just where were you on the night of the fire?"
 
   "Working late of course."
 
   "I guess some of those returns must have taken more than eight minutes."  I slammed the door and headed back to my car.
 
   *****
 
   What a little weasel. The more I thought about Edgar West, the more I was sure that Rocky was probably on to something with this guy. If Rocky were here I'd be rushing to the Gazette office just to tell him how right he was. Rocky wasn't here. I went across the street to the brand new office of the Pecan Bayou Courier. The new editor and owner didn't seem to be anywhere at first, but then I saw him crawl out from underneath a desk holding a cord. I heard the sound of human skull hitting wood as he tried to maneuver himself upright.
 
   He rubbed the top of his head. "What can I do for you now?" 
 
   "Are you okay Mr.... Mr...." I stumbled because I realized I had never learned the man's name.
 
   "Wendell. Nicholas Wendell. Mrs. Fitzpatrick." He certainly had a good memory. "I'll live."
 
   "Yes Mr. Wendell. I was wondering if you would like your first investigative report in Pecan Bayou?"
 
   Nicholas Wendell sat down on the edge of his desk and crossed his arms as he considered my proposition. "An investigative report? Right here in little old Pecan Bayou? Well, isn't this interesting."
 
   "We may be a little town, Mr. Wendell, but a few things have been known to happen here."
 
   "Is that so? May I ask just what is it that has you hopping away from your dire research on handy-dandy hints that have you so excited?"
 
   "When you put it that way…"  I started to leave.
 
   "Wait. At least tell me what brought you in here."
 
   "If you're going to speak to me like that maybe I don't want to work with you."
 
   "Work with me? When did we start talking about becoming partners?"
 
   "We didn't. It's just that Rocky had been working on this story before he ... I think it still needs to be done. I know you're busy trying to set up your office right now, but the man Rocky was investigating thinks he's getting away with something. I guess it's important because this could be Rocky's last story."
 
   Nicholas Wendell eyed me for a moment.
 
   "I'll tell you what. Do you know anything about hooking up computers?"
 
   So maybe the person with all the helpful hints could be useful to the big city newspaper guy? "Just what did you need? I'm no Geek Squad, but I've hooked up a few computers."
 
   "Yes well all of the other offices that I've worked in have had IT crew on staff. Now that I'm on my own, I'm finding it's a little more difficult than it looked. I just need to hook up the computer and printer, and then get it on my network. Eventually I hope to have other reporters in here, but for right now I can't even get myself going. I noticed your small town doesn't seem to have access to any of the big electronics outlets so I'm pretty stuck at this point. You get me hooked up to the Internet, and I'll work on Rocky's last story, deal?"
 
   "Full disclosure … you need to know I'm not an expert at this. If it gets too complicated, I know other people in town we can call."
 
   Nicholas Wendell reached across his desk to pull out his center drawer. He put his hand on a notebook and pencil and began to write. "Let's get started then. What's the man's name?"
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER FIFTEEN
 
    
 
    
 
   It only took me about an hour to get Nicholas Wendell's computer hooked up to the Internet.
 
   "Okay, looks like you're ready to start hiring reporters."
 
   He looked at the screen now showing his network connection. "I don't know how you did that, but thanks."
 
   "Here's my number if you run into any more troubles." I had a feeling he'd be calling. I was surprised that a man in his twenties knew so little about computers.
 
   "Good. I hope I won't need this. I promise I'll look into Edgar West for you. We can't let Rocky's last investigation go cold.  It's just too bad we can't get into his filing cabinet. It was probably all in there, filed nice and neat, old school."
 
   I chose not to share the information about the files on the virtual cloud. I wanted to see what Mr. Wendell would come up with on his own, first. Even though I had just spent an intimate sixty minutes with his computer network, his showing up the week after the fire was just a little suspicious.
 
   When I returned home, I sat down with a piece of paper and tried to brainstorm the terms that Rocky might use for a password. I typed in the URL of the Pecan Bayou Gazette website. It still showed the headlines from the day of the fire. As I scanned through the columns I noticed that the articles that he reported on were followed by his e-mail which was rock_paper_scissors@pbgazette.com. Would Rocky actually do something as simple as making his cloud log in the same as his e-mail address?
 
   I pulled up the log in screen and entered rock_paper_scissors in the password box. With a couple of clicks I found myself looking at Rocky's cloud files. There was a folder for advertising. There were other folders for each of the individual columnists and a folder for sports. I opened the folder labeled "Stories in Progress" and found two documents. One was Edgar West and the other looked like an investigation into someone from Pennsylvania. Making a mental note to get back to that, I clicked over to his "To Do" list. He had four things listed.  Edgar West, Phyllis Hamlin, Pecan Bayou Animal Shelter, and Classifieds Files. He was probably depending on a volunteer to file a paper copy of the classifieds for him. That person could have been one of several little old ladies from the town. These were the last things on his mind before the fire.  Why couldn't it be something simple like "Interview Arsonist".  I needed to get this information over to my father's office right away and let him dig into it. I trusted him a whole lot more than Nicholas Wendell.
 
   I shot off an e-mail to my father with the log in and password. He would be kicking himself when he saw how easy it was. I took a look into Rocky's correspondence file. He had saved various e-mails having to do with either stories or the day-to-day workings of running a business. None of it seemed too monumental until scanning down the list, I saw an email with the subject line "Why don't you call me?"
 
   I opened it to see what the body of the message said. Unfortunately it only contained one word, "Why?" Could this be Rocky's arsonist? Could this person be the reason Rocky hadn't run out of the building? Was he hiding somewhere? Was he laid out on the slab at the morgue never again to trace the comings and goings of the town of Pecan Bayou? The e-mail address was "Rockys_Shadow". I wished I knew a way to trace the email.  I could ask them to try to do it down at the police station, but truthfully their internet investigation unit was Mrs. Thatcher and a "Computer for Dummies" book.
 
   Someone was not too happy with Rocky. It was probably a woman, but these days you could never be too sure. Whoever it was, she had it bad for Rocky with an email handle like Rocky's Shadow. I decided to email Rockys_Shadow to see if I could get a response.
 
   "Hi,
 
   This is Betsy Fitzpatrick. I was going through Rocky's email files and noted you wanted him to return your call. I was checking to see if there was anything I could do.
 
   Thanks,
 
   Betsy "
 
   That didn't sound to strange, now did it? Just a casual little email asking help from some creepy person who might have been bugging the hell out of Rocky just before he disappeared.
 
   I hit "send" and sat watching my email box to see if there was an immediate return. It was only a few seconds, and my computer beeped. I had a new email, but it was from Leo.
 
   "Hey Betsy,
 
   I'm still over at NUTV. We are working on incorporating some new tracking graphics. Hurricane Hal hasn't updated since the old teletype days. Be home a little later.
 
   Love Leo"
 
   For a guy who didn't want that job, he certainly seemed to be putting in some hours. It was true, I had seen Hurricane Hal reading off of a piece of paper in front of the camera, and then pointing to the same type of map that I kept in my glove compartment. Stan was lucky to get Leo even if it was for such a short time. Being out this many days, Hal must have some sort of super flu bug. I just kind of wished Leo would mess something up.  They were getting way too comfortable having him around.
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER SIXTEEN
 
    
 
    
 
   "Yo Bets!" Tyler said as he came into the house. He sounded like he was in a good mood today. I came around the corner to see him throwing his backpack into the den. He then kicked off his shoes in the hallway and headed for the kitchen. He seemed like such a sweet kid when I first met him. The Tyler I knew now was messy, overbearing and eternally hungry. "Betsy, you need to ask your son about his project today. He has something to tell you." Tyler pulled some leftover pie out of the refrigerator. 
 
   Zach came trudging in behind him, dumping his backpack next to Tyler's. His chin was on his chest and he avoided my eyes.
 
   "What do you need to tell me?" I asked.
 
   "Nothing." He muttered.
 
   "It isn't nothing." Tyler said through a mouthful of chocolate.
 
   "Shut up!" Zach pushed past me and ran upstairs. Tyler yelled after him. "You got to tell her sometime, bro."
 
   "I said shut up, and you're not my bro!" The boys had been home for two minutes so why did I suddenly feel exhausted?
 
    "What is going on?" Tyler gulped, and then a slow smile spread across his face.
 
    "It's just that perfect little Zach got an F today."
 
   "What? You're kidding right?"
 
   "Nope. Big fat F."
 
   "What did he get an F on? Was it that report?"
 
   "No. He was supposed to have turned in his math homework notebook. Seems Zach hasn't been doing any." Tyler resumed his hunt for sustenance while I took a second to catch my breath in a kitchen chair. Zach hadn't been doing math homework? He was always up in his room after school. I just didn't understand it. I took a deep breath and started to go up the stairs. Right as my foot hit the first stair an email beeped on my computer. I ran back to see if Rockys_Shadow had emailed me back. It was short and to the point. My email was returned. The account no longer existed.
 
   *****
 
   Whatever was happening with Zach, he certainly wasn't going to be hiding in his room. I knocked on his door and then tried his doorknob he had locked it. In our old house he had never locked the door, but in this one he seemed to lock me out more and more.
 
   "Zach I need you to open the door please." No response on the other side. "I'm going to stand here until you open this door." I waited for the sound of the lock to click open, but still there was no response. Even though I had pledged to stand out in the hall I quite unexpectedly had to go to the bathroom. I knocked again, more gently this time. "Zach whatever it is we can talk about it." Nothing from the other side.
 
   I shifted from one foot to the next trying to hold out for a minute more. "Zach, it's always been just you and me. No matter what was going on in our lives we've always stuck together." I started feeling the countdown clock on my bladder just as I heard the door knob starting to turn. It was going to have to wait. He opened the door. He looked down at his shoes as he waited for me to enter. "Hold that thought. I'll be right back." I ran into the restroom and finished as quickly as I could. 
 
   When I returned Zach was sitting on the end of his bed, his elbows propped on his knees with his head in his hands. "What's going on Zach?"
 
   His eyes were red, and his nose was running. "I don't know."
 
   "You have a failing grade in math because you haven't been doing your homework. Is that correct?" Zach nodded in acknowledgment. "And why haven't you been doing your homework? You always say you're up here doing school work. I just assumed that you were actually doing it."
 
   "You just don't understand." He muttered.
 
   "Are you so sure about that? Look Zach you're not the first kid who struggled in math, and you won't be the last. Math is hard and it doesn't come naturally to everybody. "
 
   "It does to Leo. It does to Tyler. I'm stupid, and Tyler is smart. I'm ugly, and Tyler is handsome. I'm the son of the hint lady who tells people how to unclog their toilets. Tyler is the son of a weatherman who saves people's lives from danger and gets to be on television."
 
   That last one really hurt. I never thought of comparing the Happy Hinter to Leo's job. "This is about a whole lot more than math, isn't it? Tyler might be good in math, but you're good in English. You might think Tyler is better looking than you are, but I think you're both insanely handsome.
 
   "How about the fact that everybody wants to be Tyler's friend, and nobody seems to want to be mine?"
 
   "Now, that's not true. Your friend Grace was just knocking on the door to check on you."
 
   "She doesn't count."
 
   "Why not?"
 
   "Because Grace is different. She's not the kind of friends Tyler has. His friends are...in everything. Everybody likes them."
 
   "It almost sounds like you're the new guy in school, not Tyler. Shouldn't it be the other way around? Weren't you the one who's been in class with these kids since kindergarten?"
 
   He pushed off the bed and walked to the window.  He looked out onto the street.  "Just like I said, you don't understand, Mom."
 
   "You're right I've made a mistake. I thought you were a better judge of what's important. Tyler may be getting all the things you want right now, but don't think for a minute that makes you any less of a person."
 
   "Right. Got it. Thanks."
 
   "Good, because it's true."
 
   "I wish I could believe that, but not only is he popular, but he's also good in sports." He sighed and leaned his head against the cold glass. "Life will just never be the same for me. I wish you had never met Mr. Leo, and I wish you had never married him." I was finding so much joy in my new life. I had no idea how miserable he was.
 
   I stood next to him and reached over to push a strand of hair out of his face as I had done so often when he was a small child. "I know it's tough. Just know that change is hard, but sometimes you find out things are better once you get used to it." He shrugged me away.
 
   Taking his cue, I headed for the door, but before leaving him alone in his misery, I turned back.  "I love you Zach, and I know you're going to come through this. We'll talk later about getting you a math tutor."
 
   He sighed and threw himself back on the bed. "I guess."
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
 
    
 
    
 
   After my little run to the bathroom, I realized I was about to have another round with the flu. The smell of cooking dinner was now out of the picture so when Leo came home we decided to eat at the diner. The cozy restaurant was usually filled with half the town, but tonight most of the red leather booths were empty.
 
   "What's going on?" Leo said.
 
   "I don't know." I answered.
 
   "Maybe the health department came through." Tyler said plopping into the booth with a thud.
 
   Birdie came up to us her hands in her apron pocket. "Glad to see you guys. I was beginning to think I was going to be spending my Wednesday night alone."
 
   "You don't usually work Wednesday nights, do you Birdie?"
 
   "Actually I don't.  Two of my waitresses are out sick tonight. This flu is nothing to play around with. It was pretty bad, but I'm feeling fine now. It just takes a couple of days."
 
   "Yeah, our Zach here had it," Leo said, "but I think he's through with it. Right, Zach?"
 
   Zach smiled weakly. He was doing okay physically, anyway.
 
   "If you don't like the view in this booth, I can offer you any seat in the house." Birdie said as she gestured across the entire restaurant.
 
   "Thanks, we're good here."
 
   "I hope you're hungry because we have plenty of food going to waste back there." Birdie said. Even with the prospect of a smorgasbord nothing really sounded good.
 
   "Can we get milkshakes?" Tyler asked.
 
   "I guess so." I said.
 
   The door jangled and Stan's assistant from NUTV came in. She looked around and saw the empty restaurant then her eyes landed on us. She walked over seeking us out.
 
   "Did I miss something? Where is everybody?" She asked.
 
   Leo rose and extended his hand to her.  "Betsy, you remember Jeanette from the television station?" 
 
   "Yes, it's nice seeing you again."
 
   "I didn't know you ate here." Jeanette spoke to Leo as if it was only the two of them in the restaurant.
 
   "We don't usually eat here on week nights. Everyone seems to be out with the flu."
 
   She arched her back in a catlike way making her breasts protrude. This was something not missed by either Zach or Tyler.
 
   "Whoo. What a day. That Stan is a taskmaster. That's for sure. I'm just glad I didn't get this flu."
 
   Birdie came around the counter with a large white plastic bag with "To Go" written on it. "Here you go, Jeanette. Hope your friend is better soon."
 
   "Thanks Birdie I'm sure your home cooking will help."
 
   "We aim to please.  Seems like most of the town is on a take-out order basis right now."  
 
   Jeanette turned back to us. "I just wanted to tell you that your weather forecasting is a hit. Everyone in Pecan Bayou loves you."
 
   "Now don't be saying that. I'm sure Hurricane Hal wants to come back to his job. "
 
   "Hurricane Hal getting sick has turned out to be a good thing for us. I wouldn't mind if he was sick for another week." The way my stomach was feeling I wouldn't want to put that on anybody.
 
   "You're terrible Jeanette." Leo said.
 
   "I guess we just won't tell him now, will we?" She said out of the side of her hand. "I'd better get going. My friend needs his sustenance." With that she gave a little wink as if saying that her friend was a little more than a friend. Given that she was flirting with my husband I was pleased she had someone to wink about.
 
   "Bye now. Take care Leo."
 
   "Take care Leo."  Tyler echoed in a falsetto voice once Jeanette was out the door. He bobbed his head back and forth, smiled and stuck out his chest.  "Whoo!  That Stan is a taskmaster."
 
   Leo blushed.
 
   "Who is she, Mr. Leo?" Zach said as if he had just come upon a rare treasure.
 
   "Oh that's just a lady who works at the television station."
 
   "Cool." Tyler said. "I want to work at the TV station."
 
   "Stan isn't hiring any middle school employees right now." Leo said.
 
   "Why not? It would be a lot of fun. I could operate the camera. Are you ready for your close-up Mr. Fitzpatrick?" Tyler said with his hands as he imitated an old-time camera.
 
   "I don't think I want you as my cameraman, Tyler. A pretty girl would walk in and I would lose all my airtime."
 
   Birdie came back over with her order pad in hand. "So do you folks know what you want to order?"
 
   Leo glanced at each of us at the table. "I'm guessing we want hamburgers and milk shakes all around.  Right guys?"  I held my hand up to stop my order.
 
   "I think I'll try some of your mother's chicken soup instead."
 
   *****
 
   Later that night as Leo and I got ready for bed, I was feeling better after a generous portion of soup.
 
   "So what did you think of that woman?" I said.
 
   "What woman?" Leo said as he brushed his teeth.
 
   "You know ... Jeanette from NUTV. She was rude wasn't she?"
 
   "She was?" Leo asked.
 
   "Uh, yeah... Don't tell me you didn't even register the fact that she was ignoring your wife and children?"
 
   "What are you talking about?  Betsy, are you feeling okay?" He reached over and put his hand on my forehead.
 
   "Hmmm, no temperature. Still though, it seems like this little bout with the flu is making you delirious."
 
   I couldn't believe the amount of frustration that was rising up in me. I pulled his hand away and turned from him.
 
   "Betsy don't be that way. I'm just saying that whatever it was you felt was happening just wasn't. Besides Hal should be back tomorrow so I'm finished with my on-air career." 
 
   I crawled in under the covers. Aunt Maggie had told me that she always tried to never go to bed angry with her husband, but tonight it was going to be pretty tough.
 
   "I hope you're right." I tried to sound agreeable even if I didn't feel it. "Do you know who her sick friend is?"
 
   Leo got into bed next to me. "No. I have no idea. Probably a boyfriend or something. Who knows? Who cares?" He reached over and gently ran his hand along my cheek, cupping my chin in his palm. "Are we okay?"
 
   "Sure."
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
 
    
 
    
 
   Leo's plan to leave NUTV was again postponed early the next morning.
 
   Leo answered the phone as it jolted me from sleep. "Hello  ...Yes. Really? Okay, I'll be there in a little while." Leo yawned.
 
   "What was that?" I said. Not even rolling over from my comfortable position.
 
   "That was Stan over at NUTV. Hal still has the flu and isn't coming in today. He asked if I could continue to fill in for the next couple of days."
 
   "Can you? I mean do the people at your other job understand?"
 
   "As long as I keep doing everything that needs to be done, they're fine." Leo walked to the closet to pull out some clothes.
 
    I went downstairs to put on some coffee, and Leo joined me ten minutes later, fresh from the shower. I set down a plate of scrambled eggs and toast in front of him.
 
   "So what do you have going on today?" Leo said.
 
   "Now that I'm out of a job as the Happy Hinter, I plan to work on some things for my blog. I should probably call Phyllis Hamlin about the Harvest Dance. That's all."
 
   "Uh huh."  Leo said. "And when you're finished with that you just might spend a little time trying to outwit the Pecan Bayou Police and find Rocky?" Leo was really getting to know me.
 
   "I'm way too busy for that."
 
   "That's good to hear, Betsy. When I first met you I thought it was pretty exciting that you were a crime-solving stain-removing honest to goodness amateur sleuth. Now that I'm married to you," he reached out for my hand across the table, "and love you. I don't think it's exciting anymore. I think it's dangerous. It might be a good idea for you to see if you can get your column picked up at one of the other papers in the area. Are you sure that this new newspaper guy isn't interested?"
 
   "He seemed pretty sure he only wants to cover hard news."
 
   "That's a shame. All of those bloggers and columnists that Rocky included made the paper what it was. I really enjoyed some of that stuff." He admitted.
 
   "Hey, you would still be a gutter ball wonder if you hadn't read the bowling blog." It was true, he had improved.
 
   Leo rose from the table and started putting on his jacket. "When do you tape your Happy Hinter segment for Stan?"
 
   "Tomorrow."
 
   "Good. I just hope I'm not there."
 
   "Oh come on Leo, didn't you have something deep down inside you longing to hear that group of adoring fans chanting over and over again ... Is it going to rain? Is it going to rain?"
 
   He reached over and pulled me into his arms.
 
   "You are the only fan that I ever wanted, Mrs. Fitzpatrick." Okay, I could live with that.
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER NINETEEN
 
    
 
    
 
     Once the house was quiet, and the boys were at school, I knew I was going to go back on my promise to Leo. I found the number for Nicholas Wendell. I wondered if he had dug up anything on Edgar West.
 
   "Glad you called. I did check up on the guy. He isn't exactly a major criminal, and what he's doing isn't against the law, but still, you could definitely say he's taking advantage of people."
 
   "In what way?" I said as I felt my stomach starting to gurgle.
 
   "He promises his clients incredible refunds. He tells them he has some sort of insider knowledge with the government and knows all the loopholes. They pay for his extended services, and then he doesn't deliver. He'll tell them the loophole had been closed or they don't qualify. I can see where maybe a senior citizen might be taken in by his assurances.  The people he offers his services to end up paying him sixty percent of their refund check. It's all there on the contract, but in very small print … something that might get by somebody's grandmother."
 
   "So, you think that's what Rocky had on West?"
 
   "No doubt. This guy is as slimy as they come, but as long as he puts it in the contract it's just immoral not illegal."
 
   I thought about Aunt Maggie and how important every dollar was to her, especially now that Uncle Jeeter had passed. Someone taking advantage of her seemed pretty criminal to me.
 
   "So are you going to print that in your paper?"
 
   "Most assuredly, and I really want to thank you. Who would have thought the Happy Hinter could point me toward my first real news story in this little town."
 
   "It wasn't my story, it was Rocky's. If West was responsible for the fire you had better make sure the same thing doesn't happen to you."
 
   "I hadn't thought of that."
 
   "When I asked him what he was doing on the night of the fire he told me he was working late. Did you get anything on his alibi?"
 
   "Glad you brought that up."
 
   "What?"
 
   "If you could just come by the office today and help me connect up one more computer, then I'll be glad to tell you just where our Mr. West really was when the fire broke out at the Pecan Bayou Gazette."
 
   "Give me about an hour." I felt the contents of my stomach rising to my throat and ran for the bathroom. I lost most of my breakfast. As I washed my face and hands I began to wonder if what I had was really the flu. Zach contracted the bug, and it ran its course within three days. I had been feeling like this for over a week. As I turned on the faucet and looked at my haggard face in the mirror it began to dawn on me. Could this be something other than the flu? Oh my God.
 
   I refused to let the thought settle any further into my brain and ran a brush through my hair. I tried applying makeup to brighten up my complexion which with the dark circles under my eyes, was now starting to resemble a member of the Addams family.
 
   When I parked in front of the old Gazette building forty-five minutes later I felt tears coming up, and I knew there was nothing I could do to stop them. Letting my emotions go, I sobbed into my steering wheel hoping no one would see me. I was trying to pull myself together when I heard someone rapping at my car window. I looked up to see a middle aged woman with frizzy blond hair speaking into her cupped hands as if I was in some sort of underwater submarine.
 
   "Are … you … okay?" She said slowly and deliberately. I took a deep breath and unrolled my window.
 
   "Yes, thank you. I'm okay."
 
   "You sure don't look okay." The woman wore jeans and a "Save the Whales" t-shirt that had seen better days.
 
   "You are kind to ask. I used to work in this building, and I guess it just all came crashing in on me."
 
   "Oh." She acknowledged. "Were you a reporter?"
 
   "No, well yes. I've helped with a few stories, but mostly I wrote the Happy Hinter."
 
   The lady gasped, and put her hand over her mouth as if I she had just come face to face with Dear Abby.
 
   "You're the Happy Hinter? I read your column every week.  I just love the advice you gave about getting dog pee out of the carpet. You have to be some kind of writer to be brave enough to write about the real problems people face. You should know we've used your suggestions down at the animal shelter. I also hear that you will do efficiency evaluations for people's businesses to help them to be more cost effective. I would just love it if you would donate your services down at the shelter."
 
   I realized that this woman was probably the person Rocky had on his appointment calendar for the pet of the week pictures. If I "donated" an evaluation I could find out where she was on the day of the fire. "I'm sorry, I don't know your name."
 
   "My name is Pearly. Pearly Schroeder. I'm not as famous as you are, but I run the Pecan Bayou animal shelter."
 
   "Nice to meet you. Did you know Rocky?"
 
   The woman stiffened. She had been resting her hand against my window sill, but now pulled it back from me. I saw a notable change in her demeanor.
 
   "Yes, unfortunately I did." With the mention of Rocky's name she went from a cute little kitten to a Doberman Pinscher bouncing against a front door.
 
   "I take it you and Rocky weren't friends?" I questioned.
 
   "You take that right, dear. That was one awful man, and I know this sounds disrespectful, but I'm pretty glad that he's not around anymore to give me grief."
 
   "Not to intrude or anything, just what was it about Rocky that you disliked?"
 
   She quickly looked at her watch and turned back toward me. "Will you look at the time? I'm so glad you're alright, dear. I don't know if you've noticed, but there's this new newspaper across the street. I'm sure he'll want to have The Happy Hinter." With that she picked up the bag she was carrying and took off down the sidewalk. Whatever it was between her and Rocky, she wasn't going to be sharing it with me today.
 
   I looked back in the mirror and tried to straighten myself up. It was unusual for me to break down in tears like that. When I walked into the Courier office Nicholas Wendell was leaning over a monitor.
 
   "You finally made it. I thought you were going to stay across the street for another hour or two." After that greeting I wasn't even sure if I felt like staying. If he didn't have information on Edgar West I probably would have just turned around and gone right back out the door.
 
   "Sorry.  I'm here now. Where's your new computer?" I went to work immediately, and once I had everything installed, I asked him about the Eight-Minute Tax Man.
 
   "So what about West?"
 
   "I don't think he was in his office."
 
   "How do you know that?"
 
   "Because, I found out he had a new floor put in on the day of the fire. The workers didn't leave their until 8:30 that night. They had everything unplugged and moved off the floor, including his computers."
 
   "But you don't know where he was exactly?" I asked.
 
   "Still working on it."
 
   "I thought you said you had it figured out?"
 
   "I do partially. I'll keep looking into it... And if I have any more problems getting the office set up..."
 
   Suddenly I had the feeling I would never be done making deals with Nicholas Wendell.
 
   "Before you think I'm a total slacker, I did a background check on Mr. West."
 
   "And?"
 
   "He's in debt."
 
   "How much?"
 
   "Hard to tell exactly, but his credit card rating is pretty bad."
 
   "Not something you want to hear about your friendly neighborhood tax man. I don't even think Rocky had anything like this on him." I said.
 
   "Yeah, I think if Rocky had dug this up, he'd be leaning back in that old chair of his making it squeak to music."
 
   I thought about how many times I'd seen Rocky do that. That squeak in his office chair was so annoying and just to make it really irritating he would squeak it to whatever song was playing on the radio. I felt the sadness taking me over again. I straightened up. I just couldn't go there. We still didn't know if Rocky was dead or alive.
 
   "Are you okay?" Wendell asked.
 
   I focused on a kolache  that sat on the edge of Nicholas Wendell's desk.  A Texas favorite,  my eyes fixed on the hot dog wrapped in dough as the odor of jalapeno peppers drifted into my nose. It looked really delicious, and I knew that if Nicholas were to turn his back for just a minute, I could consume it in one gulp. I wondered if he had any idea I was lusting after his breakfast. I tried to keep my mind on the conversation. We had been talking about Rocky. I drew a little closer to the kolache, and now as the fragrance reached my nostrils, I felt my stomach start its increasingly familiar dance.
 
   "Would you like my kolache? I couldn't help noticing you staring at it, Mrs. Fitzpatrick. Are you okay?"
 
   "I'm fine. There's been some flu going around our house, I'm still a little queasy."
 
   I grabbed my purse and put some distance between myself and the kolache. "Good work Mr. Wendell. Let me know if you find out anything else." I ran out the door and threw up into a trashcan on the street. Smelling the smoke of the faded fire, the image of Rocky bouncing his squeaky chair came back to me. If Nicholas Wendell had never met Rocky, how did he know about his annoying habit with the chair? One of Birdie's waitresses had stepped outside to smoke a cigarette.  She noticed me with my hands straddling each side of the trashcan.
 
   "Oh my goodness, what's wrong?" I knew if I started throwing up in front of people the whole town would figure this out. At this point I wasn't even sure of the cause, so my explanation needed to be creative. I waved her off with one hand.
 
   "Oh don't worry.  Probably just some food poisoning, but of course, not from Birdie's.  The food there is wonderful." The woman, a little taken back by my surefire answer, stepped over to the far wall and nervously sucked into her cigarette.  My cell phone rang in my purse and saved me. I waved on and whispered to the waitress "I'm fine. Thanks." To Elaina and she nodded and walked on down the street.
 
   "Mrs. Livingston-Fitzpatrick this is Principal Thompson from Nolan Ryan Middle School."
 
   "Yes?" I became filled with dread that maybe something happened with one of the boys.
 
   "I'm calling you because I need to come down to school right away."
 
   "What happened? Is everything okay?"
 
   "No need to panic. Your son and your stepson are both fine. We need you to pick up Zachary. He's being sent home today."
 
   "Is he sick again?"
 
   "No, I don't believe so. We found him and another boy smoking  behind the bleachers between classes. This type of behavior is unacceptable, and we are sending him home from school to think about it."
 
   "Put Zach on the phone." I heard the phone shuffling from one person to the next, and then my son's voice came over the line.
 
   "Hi Mom."
 
   "Hi yourself. Tell me about it."
 
   "There's not too much to tell. This is not a big deal. I know you're busy."
 
   "I'm never too busy to find out why you're being sent home from school."
 
   Without answering me, Zach handed the phone back to the principal.
 
   "So we'll see you shortly, Mrs. Livingston-Fitzpatrick."
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER TWENTY
 
    
 
    
 
   Zach and I were headed down the hall when I saw Phyllis Hamilton coming from the other side. She was carrying a large cardboard sign that had the words "Bake Sale" written on it.
 
   "Betsy, how nice to see you. I was so sorry to hear about Rocky. Terribly sad. But, maybe now we'll have a paper that showcases our children instead of a bar fight at Bubba's Beer and Bait."
 
   How did she find a way to mourn Rocky and insult him all in one sentence?
 
   "Yes, we were all shocked about what happened. Leo and I were at home when we got the call.  Where were you?" I kind of hoped she think of it as a 'where were you when the towers fell' type thing.
 
   "Me? Oh, that was a big Bunco night for me. I had six tipsy ladies at my house. So, are you here to help with the bake sale?"
 
   "Not today, but I will be on the job for the Harvest Dance."
 
   Phyllis's bottom line thinned. "Oh yes. You're the mother, uh step-mother of our...king this year. I of course, have the entire menu planned out. I will be bringing my signature 'Harvest Balls', and I need you to make four batches of pumpkin squares. Do you have that recipe on hand?"
 
   "Uh, no. Don't think I do."
 
   "No problem. I'll email it to you." Her gaze shifted from me to Zach. This was awkward to be sure. Zach scowled at her.
 
   "Hello Zachary are you feeling ill today? I heard you were out with the flu. It certainly is going around."
 
   Zach mumbled an unintelligible phrase. It was either I'm fine or I like hippos. Phyllis waited for Zach to say something else, but he continued to look down.
 
   "We all have our days now don't we." She said including her perfect self in our crisis.
 
   I tried to draw our conversation to an end. "Yes, yes we do. It's so nice seeing you again Phyllis."  She wasn't having any of it.
 
   "So you're checking Zach out early today?"
 
   "I got sent home." Zach's voice was now as clear as a bell, and he came out with the one thing I didn't want to share with Phyllis Hamlin, head of the PTA. She placed her hand on her pearls and drew in a breath sharply.
 
   "Really?" Her gaze went from Zach to me, judgment dripping off of her.
 
   "Young man, we all have to follow the rules now don't we?" I was desperate to get out of the building. I grabbed Zach and propelled him towards the door.
 
   "Good seeing you, Phyllis." We were out of there.
 
   As we were riding home we sat in an awkward silence. I tried to start a conversation. "What's going on?"
 
   "I don't know."
 
   "I'm trying to understand why you were just sent home for smoking. I'm going to need a little more information than that."
 
   Zach and I had always been best buddies, but now we didn't seem to have anything to say to one another. What happened to my sweet little boy? When did he slip out the door and this surly pre-teen sneak in to replace him? I felt overwhelmed by everything that was happening.  It was just too much.  
 
        In the middle of my anxiety, a different and unexpectedly positive thought started to creep in. Of course, that was it. Zach had a father in the house now. I could get help with this issue. I wasn't alone in all of this.  Leo must be doing something right with Tyler because he was doing incredibly well in his new town, school and life even. A good transition like that could only mean that he is the product of good parenting. Zach was a little more sensitive, and so change was tougher on him. Whatever it was that Leo did with Tyler he could also do with Zach. I felt a little better as my confidence surged thinking of how I could deal with this problem. I reached over and speed-dialed Leo. He should have been finishing up his work in the television station by now and on his way to his other job at the regional weather center. After four rings he finally picked up.
 
   "Leo. I'm so glad I reached you."
 
   "Is there something wrong?"
 
   "Kind of. I just got called by Zach's school. He and another boy were sent home for smoking."
 
   I waited for Leo's response. How would he handle this? Whatever it was I was prepared for action.
 
   "Wow, Betsy that's awful. What are you going to do?" 
 
   What was I going to do? Didn't he mean what was he going to do or maybe even what are we going to do?
 
   "I kind of hoped you could take over on this one." I waited another 10 seconds, but still there were no words of great parenting expertise coming at me from the other side of the phone conversation.
 
   "Betsy, I hate to cut you off like this, but I have to run inside. I'm late already. I absolutely promise you we will talk about this when I get home."
 
   "What time will that be?" I asked.
 
   "I have a few hours worth of work here and then I need to stop back by NUTV for a ... meeting."
 
   "A late meeting?". My mind drifted to Jeanette Burress. Would she be at this meeting?
 
   "Betsy are you still there?"
 
   "Yes I'm here. I guess I'll see you after that then." My last words had just a touch of acid. It reminded me of the bile that was rising up in my stomach. I was being taken over by a feeling of doom and gloom. Was history repeating itself? The last time I felt like this my first husband chose not to be around. Had I really done something this stupid? Had I searched all over the state of Texas to find a man who would turn out to be just like Barry?
 
   ****
 
   When Leo did get home I was laying on the couch watching a reality television show in which a handsome man was offering a rose and pledging his love to a drop-dead gorgeous woman in a gold trimmed evening gown.  It was all so perfect and not anywhere even close to reality.
 
   "Did you speak to Zach?"  He asked as he snuggled next to me on the couch.
 
   "A little, but I was waiting for you."
 
   "For me?"
 
   "Yes. I was hoping you could speak with him man-to-man."
 
   His lips curved into a smile.  "Did you want me to use my gruff voice too?"
 
   I playfully hit him. "You know what I mean."
 
   He sighed, "Sure. I get it.  Let's go upstairs and talk to him."
 
   We headed upstairs to Zach's room where we found him lying on his bed tossing a baseball up in the air and catching it.  He didn't look up when we entered.  After a few seconds passed and Zach didn't stop his pitch and catch, Leo began to speak.
 
   "Zach, what you did today was wrong.  This kind of behavior may seem exciting ..."
 
   Zach interrupted. "I never said it was exciting."  
 
   Leo was trying, but Zach just wasn't responding to anything.
 
   "Okay, you never said it was exciting, but smoking is a terrible habit."
 
   He countered.  "Don't you think I know that?" 
 
   This whole parenting moment seemed to be going from bad to worse.  How come Tyler snapped to everything Leo said and Zach was just the opposite?
 
   "I'm glad you know about the dangers of smoking.  That being said I think we're done here.  Right, Betsy?"  He turned to me for some kind of positive acknowledgment.  I just wasn't feeling it.
 
   I turned to Zach and placed my hand on his shoulder trying to gently turn him towards me.
 
   "Zach, don't ever, I mean ever do anything like this again.  Do you hear me?"
 
   He gazed into my eyes for just a minute, and I think I saw traces of something close to shame.
 
   His voice barely broke above a whisper. "Yes. I hear you." 
 
   "Fine, then."  Leo chimed in.  "Glad we all had this little talk.
 
   Later just as Leo was about to fall asleep I couldn't help myself.  
 
   "Leo, do you think what we told Zach will help?"
 
   "Huh?  I hope so."
 
   "It's just that there's so much going on right now with the fire and Tyler.  Then there's this whole flu thing.  It's really been distracting me.  Maybe that's why he's acting out."
 
   "Could be... It's hard to have your mind in more than one place at once. I'm exhausted.  Let's go to sleep."  He said.
 
   He was right.  Keeping up with the boys, Leo, my job, and finding out what happened to Rocky was all consuming.  Could I handle one more thing pulling me another direction?  I might have to.  
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
 
    
 
    
 
   The next morning as Leo was in the shower the phone rang.
 
   "Is Leo there?" Said a soft sultry voice that I now recognized as Jeanette Burress.
 
   "Yes he is, but he can't come to the phone right now. Can I take a message?" I said trying to act like I didn't know who it was.
 
   "You certainly can. This is Jeanette from the television station. We just wanted to make sure we had Leo for one more day. We know it's a lot to ask of you and your little family.  Right now, with Hal being out, we really can't do without Leo."
 
   She went on and on about Leo's ability as if I'd never seen the man point to a map.
 
   "Anyway we would really appreciate it if you could give us just one more day down here at NUTV. I shouldn't be saying this, but we took a little audience poll and nine out of ten of our viewers preferred Leo over Hal. I'm afraid Mr. Hal is getting a little old and our folks just love Leo. Do you think he would ever consider taking on this job full-time?"
 
   "That's very nice of you to ask, but he already has a job, Miss Burress." I looked up as Leo was coming out of the shower. He whispered "Who is that?" I mouthed "Jeanette Burress".
 
   "Here he is now" I said as I flung the phone at him.
 
   "Good morning Jeanette." He paused as Jeanette repeated her question to him. He picked up his watch off the counter and put it on while glancing at the time.
 
   "I hope you've been checking in on Hal so he'll be back to work soon. It's kind of rough working two jobs you know, but I suppose I could schedule out a few more days if it needs to happen." He paused as he listened to her response. Leo hung up quickly and ran to his closet. He was no longer quite so picky about what he should wear as the novelty of being on television was wearing off.
 
   "She really loves your working there."
 
   "No, she's just looking for someone to fill in for Hal."
 
   "Why don't they just run a typed version of the local weather across the bottom like the weather channel does?"
 
   "Then they would have to acknowledge that they are just a podunk cable access channel and not a major cable network." Leo said.
 
   "I actually thought this was a good thing when you started filling in for Hal."
 
   "Jeanette was just saying to me last night how they wanted to build a whole new set so that it would reflect on my more photographic side. Isn't that hilarious?"
 
   I didn't know if I was more concerned that his late-night meeting last night was with Jeanette, and he wasn't even bothering to hide it, or if the television station was making long-term plans to keep my husband at two jobs. "Did you tell her not to bother?" I asked.
 
   Leo stalled for a minute making my heart race. It was just a temporary thing. He couldn't be thinking about keeping this job could he? He had to be out of his mind. He was already gone too many hours in a day.
 
   "It has been kind of fun. I guess I never had this much on-air time. I've always been the guy with the thick glasses, sitting behind a computer screen, telling people about coastal fronts and air surges, but now people recognize me. I think I understand why you enjoy being the Happy Hinter. I suppose this kind of makes us the only celebrity couple in Pecan Bayou."
 
   "I'm glad it's only temporary." I said trying to ignore would he just said. I had parenting issues creeping in at me from all sides, and he was talking about his career on camera. "We need you. The boys need you. I need you." Leo came behind me putting his hands over mine that I hadn't realized were resting on my midsection. He kissed the back of my neck making me shiver.
 
   "I know you do, and this will be over soon. I promise." He let go making our moment way too short, grabbing his shirt from the bed he started buttoning it up. "You think this will be a better day for Zach?"
 
   "I hope so. Zach really has never had a father in the picture. My dad has been there for us, but it's not the same thing as having a father in the house all the time."
 
   "I know what you mean." 
 
   I bent down to pick up Leo's shirt from last night.  He had missed the hamper.  As I started to stuff it into the wicker laundry basket the scent of stale perfume drifted up.  If I wasn't so secure in our relationship I would be jealous right now. I felt a wave of nausea running through me again. As his back was turned to me, I ran into the bathroom and shut the door behind me. A few minutes later Leo knocked softly. "Betsy? I'm going to head out now.  Good luck with Zach today."
 
   I waited for the sound of the front door to close. Once I heard that click, I lowered my head into my hands and started a long overdue cry.
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
 
    
 
    
 
   An hour later the boys were up and eating breakfast.
 
   "Mom, I promise I'm not going to hang out with Skittles today." We exchanged glances.
 
   He held up his hand. "I promise."
 
   "Besides, he usually doesn't show up two days in a row." Tyler added.
 
   With that thin reassurance I put the boys on the bus and vowed to go about my day not fearing the next phone call from the principal.
 
   Trying not to think about the possibility of my son hanging out with a kid named "Skittles", I decided to go back to Rocky's files. I was looking at what Rocky had on Edgar West when I saw his appointment with the pet of the week lady. This was the lady who found me crying in my car yesterday. I had to cut these unplanned crying jags out. I remembered her name was Pearly. Maybe Rocky had something on her like he did the tax guy. It could be the reason for her hatred of him. I did a quick search and found an old article that he had bookmarked with the title "pet lady". It seemed that Pearly had been involved in a puppy mill arrest 10 years ago in Pennsylvania.
 
   It was pretty unbelievable that the self-appointed patron Saint of dogs and cats used to raise Shitzus in inhumane conditions to sell  to pet stores. No wonder she hadn't been sorry to see him go. Now I wanted to know where she was on the night of Rocky's fire. Did she have an alibi? I would have to make a stop by the animal shelter later in the day.
 
   I was running out of places to look in Rocky's files if there was anyone else who might know about his last days.  I had been lucky to find out what I did on Pearly Schroeder.  Who else could I ask?
 
   I remembered a pleasant retired lady who would come in to file classified ads in his dented filing cabinet. She had always smiled and waved at me, but then went right back to work. I searched my brain for her name, but nothing came. Maybe Aunt Maggie knew her name. I hadn't seen her in a few months, but remembered Rocky saying she had been coming in to help lately. If she had been in the office in the last days before the fire, then she might know something. I picked up some fresh chicken soup at Birdies and headed over to her house.
 
   *****
 
   "We're doing fine, Betsy, but it was real sweet of you to come by," Aunt Maggie said.
 
   Both she and Danny lay on the couch with a collection of comic books spread out across the coffee table. He was happily downing a popsicle.
 
   "You don't look fine. I actually came over to ask you if you remember the name of the lady who used to come in and help Rocky at the newspaper." I asked.
 
   Aunt Maggie sat back and crossed her arms. "Let me think. There were a few older women who helped out at the newspaper.  You know that.  Probably the one who was in there the most was Eula Jean Smith. We didn't really talk all that much, but sometimes I would see her over at Ruby's.  Of course it's pretty hard to have a conversation when your head's under a dryer." 
 
   "Smith? Really?"
 
   "Oh come on, Betsy. There aren't that many Smiths in the phone book. Why are you asking about her?"
 
   "Because Rocky had someone scheduled to help with the filing around the time of the fire."
 
   "That changes things. Let me think a little harder." She looked over at Danny. His eyes were glued to the cartoons on television. "Danny do you remember Mrs. Smith down at the newspaper?"
 
   "Who?"
 
   "Mrs. Smith. She had gray hair and would've been working behind the counter with Mr. Rocky."
 
   "Mrs. Smith. I remember Mrs. Smith. Strawberry gum. She had strawberry gum." If I could only look her up in the phone book under strawberry gum I would have it made.
 
   "When did she give you strawberry gum at the newspaper office?" I asked.
 
   "Not at the newspaper, at the center."
 
   Danny was referring to the community center where he had his group meetings and gatherings for the disabled adults in town. I began to wonder if maybe Rocky hired her off of the job board they provided for Danny and his friends. Mrs. Smith didn't seem to have an outward disability, but things like that weren't always obvious.
 
   "Could you check and see if Rocky advertises on the job board?" I asked Aunt Maggie.
 
   "I can do you one better. They put the board notices in his newsletter." She went over to her desk in the next room and came back with a folded up piece of paper.
 
   "I can't see anything from last month, and I've thrown out all the old newsletters. I do know that if he did have a job listed in here Danny would have wanted to work for him."
 
   At least I knew where I needed to check next. I had an old friend from high school who worked down at the community center, and if Mrs. Smith spent any time there, she would know.
 
   *****
 
   "Oh yes, we love Mrs. Smith around here." Stephanie Gallegos told me an hour later. Stephanie ran several programs in the center including services for seniors, disabled adults, and an after-school tutoring program. The community center had been ineffective for many years, and we were blessed with her when she came back from college with a degree in social work. She brought our little center back to life.
 
   "Does she have a set schedule here?"
 
   "No, but she almost always comes to bingo on Fridays."
 
   I didn't know if I can wait. "Would you have her phone number anywhere?"
 
   "Now Betsy, you know that would be an invasion of her privacy." Stephanie said.
 
   "I know, but ..." I brought my voice level down to a whisper. "I think she might have been scheduled to work over at the newspaper right before it was burned to the ground. I need to ask her a few questions."
 
   Stephanie smiled. "So you're doing some detective work just like your dad, huh? Do you have your junior detective badge on right now or do you just carry it in your purse?" Stephanie's sense of humor hadn't changed much since high school.
 
   "Come on Stephanie, think of it as being for Rocky. I know he did lots of free ads for this place."
 
   "He did." She pursed her lips then looked both ways. She drew closer to my ear. "I won't give you her number, but I know for a fact she never misses going to Earl's every morning at around 10:30 for a mid-morning coffee. That good enough for you?"
 
   "That ought to do it."
 
   *****
 
   Catching up with Mrs. Smith would have to be tomorrow morning, so I decided to stop by the animal shelter and ask Pearly Schroeder about her past as a puppy mill criminal. As I swung open the door of the small one story frame building a noxious odor reached my nose. Why did it seem like that even the cleanest facilities had that smell? It was a mixture of wet dogs, urine, and something else that I couldn't even describe. I felt myself growing nauseous. Pearly sat behind a tall counter shuffling papers. She shared the small cluttered space with a man with a noticeable overbite who sat eating pork rinds. His hair was thinning on top just slightly, and when he smiled, his chubby cheeks reminded me of a tiny chipmunk. Pearly looked up and a sense of recognition came over her features.
 
   "You're the Happy Hinter! So nice to see you again. Let me introduce my husband, Reggie." Reggie was looking at a picture of downtown Pecan Bayou when she pushed him forward by the elbow. He extended his hand and nodded. 
 
   "Wow. That's a recent picture. I can see the turkey in Ruby's window."
 
   "It's live." He beamed. "We get 5 to 10 hits an hour on Earthcam. Seems people want to know what small town life is like in the middle-of-nowhere Texas."
 
   "That's a live webcam of downtown? And anyone can access it?"
 
   "Sure. I can track who's watching it and everything. We have regular visitors from all over the world. Ain't the Internet great?"
 
   "Excuse me for asking, but why would you want a live feed of our downtown area?"
 
   "That's our extra layer of surveillance for protecting our animal friends. This town is too cheap to hire a dog catcher, so if there are any strays wandering around, Reggie here sees them on the camera and we run out and pick 'em up. We even record the feed at night so we can see what kind of varmints are roaming around, and then we can scout them during the day."
 
   I knew it was for a good cause, but it really bothered me to think somebody in another country was sitting in front of their computer eating a sandwich watching us go about our day to day lives.
 
   "I hope you're feeling better today? Maybe you've decided to adopt one of our little friends? This is just wonderful. Having a pet can reduce or even eliminate mild depression."
 
   I had to bet that very few people got away from her without a dog or cat.
 
   "Come on now." She looped her arm around mine.
 
   "No, Mrs. Schroeder. I just wanted to ask you a few questions. I was going through some of Rocky's research and found he had some notes about you." Ignoring me, Pearly Schroeder yanked me into a large back room full of cages. I was overwhelmed by loud barking and pungent odor. I needed to get out of there.
 
   "I'm not here to adopt..." I pinched my nostrils together with my fingers making my last words come out tinny. "...a pet." Pearly turned around abruptly and pulled me back out into the fresh, quiet air of the front office. For that I was grateful.
 
   "How could you be going through Rocky's notes if everything burned down in the fire?"
 
   "Rocky saved his files on a cloud." I could tell she had no idea what I was talking about.
 
   Reggie explained for me. "You know. He backed up his files in a data storage system online."
 
   "Oh."
 
   "I found a record of your criminal charges." The man behind her started looking confused at my statement. Pearly turned to him quickly.
 
   "Reggie do you think you could go into the back so we can check on little Snowball? She may be having those kittens any time now. Could you just make sure that she's comfortable enough?"
 
   "But, she said ..."  Pearly didn't waver in her command. 
 
   "Sure, Pearly."
 
    He still looked confused, but obediently he headed for the swinging door causing a fresh surge of odor to waft my way. I stepped back a bit and put my hand over my mouth and nose. Pearly noticed my action.
 
   "Sorry about the stink. It seems like no amount of Mr. Clean can take that away. I don't even smell it anymore. Now what was it Rocky had on me?"
 
   "What do you think he had in his notes?"
 
   She countered." I asked first so that means you have to tell me."
 
   " You were indicted on charges of running a puppy mill from your home before you came here to Pecan Bayou. Did Rocky talk to you about this?"
 
   She folded her arms on the counter and looked past me out the window. "You know something like that can follow you for the rest of your life. Remember that Betsy. There are some bells that just can't be unwrung. You need to take that advice to heart, dear."
 
   "Is it true?"
 
   "Yes it is true. That was a very bad time in my life, and I made some serious mistakes. It was from that experience I was molded into the person that I am today. What I did was wrong, and I learned and even grew from that. That was why I had to move here. No one would trust me anywhere near an animal, and I couldn't live like that. Animals are my life. They are the purest form of love. That's why I've dedicated the rest of my life not in raising puppies for sale, but in saving them. I'm paying my penance in creating just a little nicer place for them. I figure if all they say about karma is true, I have a lot of work to do to turn things around."
 
   Reggie stuck his head out the door. "Hey hon? Where are the puppy pee pads?"
 
   "See what I mean?" She said.
 
   Pearly certainly seemed sincere if not a little overboard. I still didn't know if I trusted her though or even if her husband Reggie was really checking on Snowball in the back room.
 
    "Maybe Rocky made a mistake about you, Pearly." She looked redeemed by my statement. She started to relax.
 
   "Whatever Rocky dug up on me, I guess he was just doing his job."
 
   I nodded and started to leave, but as I was about to go out the door I turned around. "Just one more thing, where were you on the night of the fire?"
 
   Pearly Sloan tensed up again. "I was here." She said slowly and deliberately as if I was a small child.
 
   "Alone?" I asked.
 
   "Reggie was with me. He'll vouch for me. We were here until late cleaning up puppy poop. We had a sick puppy. I'll bet I could find some of the poop for you in case you want to have it analyzed."
 
   Just the thought of her bringing up a bag of decayed dog feces was about to send me over the edge. I covered my mouth again and headed out the door. I could hear the faint sound of a high-pitched laugh reminding me of the Wicked Witch of the West as I got into my car.  I put the key in and looked up and noticed there was a piece of paper folded underneath my windshield wiper. I looked back over through the window of the animal shelter and could see that Pearly was no longer at the front desk. I stepped out of the car and grabbed the paper and unfolded it.
 
   My hand shook as I read the scrawled message.
 
   "You are not safe. Don't play with matches."
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
 
    
 
    
 
   "Sorry Betsy I was just finishing up my lunch. Do you mind?" My father took a big bite out of a greasy cheeseburger and crunched on it from behind his desk at the Pecan Bayou Police Department. It was truly the most disgusting sandwich I had ever seen in my life, and he was choosing to consume it.
 
   "No problem." I choked out. "I just wanted you to see what someone just left on my car."
 
   He put down his sandwich as I handed him the note. He adjusted his glasses on the end of his nose as he read the scrawled message.
 
   "Where did you say you found this?"
 
   "On my car parked outside the animal shelter."
 
   "Normally, I would say this is probably just a prank, but in light of all that's happened I think we need to take this pretty seriously. Is this the first time that you've been contacted with a message like this?"
 
   I stalled.
 
   "Betsy is this the first time?" His scowl revealed he was onto me. Nothing like having a father and a cop in one.
 
   "No," I admitted. "This is not the first warning that I've gotten. There was an anonymous e-mail with the same message."
 
   "Why didn't you tell me about it?"
 
   "I don't know. Maybe like you, I thought it was just random and not serious. A prank."
 
   "I'm going to keep hold of this note. Luckily the department already has our fingerprints on file, and maybe we can find another set."
 
   "Okay."
 
   "And if anything, I mean anything like this happens again I need to know about it right away, do you understand?"
 
   "I do," I said. "I also need to tell you about some of the things that I've found out about Rocky's last investigative articles. Nicholas Wendell has been helping me to look into Edgar West. We're pretty sure he's lying about what he was doing on the night of the fire."
 
   "Who is Nicholas Wendell?"
 
   "The new newspaper guy. He's setting up shop across the street from the old Gazette office."
 
   "That was fast."
 
   "I know, right?  When I asked West where he was  on the night of the fire, he said he was alone working on taxes. Don't you think that's a little bit strange that he's working on somebody's taxes in November?"
 
   "He said the same thing when we questioned him."
 
   "Yes, but  Nicholas Wendell found out they were doing some work on his floor during that time so he didn't even have a computer set up.  And one more thing...Nicholas says he has an incredibly bad credit rating."
 
   "Now that's a possible motive. Did he give you the names of any clients who could vouch for him??"
 
   "No.  He just said he was working."
 
   "So there's no way to corroborate his alibi?" Mr. West was looking more and more guilty. If he wasn't in his office, was he over at the Gazette with a book of matches?
 
   "Oh my gosh."
 
   "Betsy, are you alright?"
 
   "You probably don't know this, but there's a web cam down Main Street. Pearly and Reggie Schroeder use one to be the virtual dog catcher. It's a live stream."
 
   "You mean there's a camera on us on Main Street? The whole world can see us, and nobody knows?"
 
   "Not only that, but they record the night feed to look for stray dogs and cats and catch them the next day."
 
   "What about the night of the fire? Does it show the Gazette?"
 
   Betsy thought about seeing Birdie's turkey in the window. "It would have been harder to see at night, but yeah, the Gazette would be in the picture."
 
   Ten minutes later we were back at the animal shelter. Reggie was sorting through digital files on his computer looking for the night of the fire.
 
   "We don't keep all of the recordings, but we kept this one because we got a nice shot of the fire. Talk about your reality TV."
 
   He pulled up a video of a darkened Main Street. The Pecan Bayou Diner sign now blinked neon through the blackness.
 
   "You just wait one minute, and you'll start to see a little bitty flame."
 
   Out of a top story window a small flame started rising up. Then another and another.
 
   "Can you go back?" I asked.
 
   Reggie slid the viewing bar on the screen. I had been focusing on the flames starting and didn't notice there was a clear outline of a person who was helping someone else into the building, but in what seemed like less than a minute only one person came back out.
 
   "Can you tell who that is?" My father asked.
 
   The figure was nearly in silhouette, but seemed to be taller than the other person being helped into the building.
 
   I squinted at the screen as Reggie reran the recording.
 
   "No. It's too blurry."
 
   "Oh! Oh!" Pearly said. "Stop the feed."
 
   We all turned to her. "There! Can't you see it?"
 
   "Oh yeah." Reggie said.
 
   We all looked at the screen where she was pointing to a small blur. "Looks like we got ourselves a stray cat."
 
   My dad's cell phone rang. "Okay Art, I'll be right over. Thanks for calling."
 
   "Art has something?"
 
   "That's why I'm headed there. I'm going to need a copy of that video."
 
   "No problem. Reggie will email it to you." Pearly said.
 
   "Betsy, do you want to come with me to the morgue?"
 
   As much as I wanted to know what Art had for us, I just couldn't handle going to the morgue.
 
   "I'll let you find out. Just drop me back by my car."
 
   "Sure. You still seem a little puny to me."
 
   If he only knew.
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
 
    
 
    
 
   It took me an hour to get the mixture of the cheeseburger and the puppy urine out of my nose, but I was finally starting to feel better. I sat working on the computer when Butch, our dog came over and put his head on my lap.
 
   "What's the matter, boy?"
 
   He looked up at me with big brown eyes. I bent closer as if he would utter a word in my ear. He tipped his snout up and licked my face. I couldn't decide if I felt loved or simply slobbered on.
 
   "Love you too."
 
   I turned back to my computer when the phone on the desk rang.
 
   "Betsy? This is Phyllis Hamlin. Just wanted to touch base with you on your part of the Harvest Dance."
 
   "Oh. Sure."
 
   "Right. Now you know you will be in charge of the pumpkin squares. I've taken the liberty of emailing you the recipe. We have served pumpkin squares every year for the last ten years at Nolan Ryan Middle School, and so you need realize the importance of creating this culinary delight.  Our children look forward to their pumpkin squares."
 
   Good grief. I wasn't sure if I was making cookies or being asked to watch the royal jewels.
 
   "Thank you, Phyllis. I'll do my best."
 
   "Very good. I realize that you haven't ever been a part of the royal circle before. I have been there many times with my son and my older daughter. She was Harvest queen all three years in middle school. My children have always been chosen for these honors up until this year when your son was voted in. I suppose we have to share the glory now and then."
 
   And all that "sharing" was killing her. "If it's any comfort to you Phyllis, we were all quite shocked about Tyler being the Harvest King. He's so new to the school; we didn't expect anything like this."
 
   "I'm sure it was a surprise. Your own son has never had any kind of honor like that." 
 
   That hurt.
 
   "No. Not yet."
 
   "You can always hope. Now with the paper gone, I don't suppose there will be much press coverage for your stepson."
 
   I had wanted to find out what Phyllis knew, and now she had done me the courtesy of bringing up the fire. "Yes, too bad. You were certainly very vigilant in getting coverage for our kids."
 
   "I had to. That Rocky Whitson would have buried our press releases behind that idiot Shorty Martin's hunting articles or whatever else he thought was more newsworthy. Of course, not the valuable content you added as the Happy Hinter, but the rest of that paper was a mishmash of gossip, recipes and wild bits of news."
 
   "I don't know. I kind of liked the paper. It was Rocky's passion. I think he did a good job covering the town."
 
   "You worked for him dear. It's a little different when you're looking at it from my side. Our youth are our most important commodity."
 
   "I suppose you're right. It seems like the last time I saw you with him you were pretty angry."
 
   "Yes, I was. He had no right to bury that picture and then..." She began to choke up. "Then the way he talked to me as if I was a small child. That was uncalled for." She was really upset. Had she been hurt enough to start a fire?
 
   "I know you told me you had Bunco at your house on the night of the fire."
 
   "I did."
 
   "And I was just wondering if you ever had to run out for anything?"
 
   "Funny you should ask, but  I did run out to pick up some more box wine. Confidentially some of those ladies can really put away the Pinot." She stopped speaking and then continued. "Why do you ask?"
 
   "Oh, no reason. Just curious."
 
   "For your information, I hated the man, but I certainly wouldn't waste a match to kill him. He was a small petty insect to me, and it only figures that someone would eventually swat him out of my life."
 
   Well put. To Phyllis Hamlin we were all just little bugs on her windshield. I wondered just how angry I could make her. She was wound pretty tight, so I decided to pull on her string.
 
   "Oh Phyllis you don't know the half of it. He was like a little god in that place. You should have heard him talk when you went out the door." There was a stunned gasp on the other end.
 
   "Go on," she said.
 
   "You know he had a pecking order, right? Did you ever wonder why certain people would get to have their stories on the front page and others were stuck back by the classifieds?"
 
   "I knew it!"
 
   "Oh sure. As a matter of fact he would take the extra pictures you brought him and just throw them in the trash can after you left. We would laugh about it."
 
   "We? Do you mean you were in on it too?"
 
   "I worked there. I certainly didn't want my column lost between the Finley's Funeral Home ad and the lonely hearts classifieds."
 
   "I see," she said.
 
   I had been waiting for a hot-blooded confession, but she seemed to freeze over like an April cruise on the Titanic.
 
   "Just thought you should know." I said trying to get her talking again.
 
   "Have the pumpkin squares there by six thirty." The line went dead.
 
   It wasn't the response I wanted, and still, I felt I had planted a seed. It probably wasn't such a good idea to tick off the queen of the PTA, but somehow I didn't think the list of people she liked was all that long anyway.
 
   I checked my email and found the pumpkin square recipe and printed it off. I had just enough time to get to the store to buy the ingredients. It would also give me an opportunity to pick up something else. It was time to take a test, and I had a nervous feeling I just might pass it on the first try.
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
 
    
 
    
 
   As I stood at the feminine product aisle at Super Walley I knew I should have thought of this days ago. I tried counting back to my last menstrual cycle and realized it had been over a month. How could I miss something like this? I needed to start out by confirming my worst fear. I had already put the ingredients for the pumpkin squares in my basket. I was informed by the stocker that they hadn't ordered enough for the upcoming Thanksgiving holiday, and I had the last few cans of pumpkin in the entire town.  They wouldn't get another truckload in until next week. I placed the coveted cans in my cart and then a large package of toilet paper. This way I could cover up the kit until I could get to the self-checkout. I looked up and down the aisle for anyone familiar and then picked up a pregnancy home test kit. I could have gone over to the drugstore, but too many people would recognize me, and you'd have to be pretty naive to think they aren't watching whatever it is you're taking off of the shelf. Another thing the chamber of commerce doesn't tell you about in small towns.
 
   "Betsy?" I startled and in a panic jammed the box into the top folds of my purse. It's one thing to get caught, but another to be nabbed by the police. Elaina, in her Pecan Bayou Police Department uniform stood staring at my poorly hidden item.
 
   "If you think you're going to steal that, I would have to say you're the worst shoplifter I've ever seen in the history of petty theft." I pulled the box out of my bag. Elaina's eyes widened as she took it from me and realized what it was.
 
   "Whoa Nellie ..." she said. "Betsy are you... "
 
   "I don't know, yet." Elaina put her hand to her mouth hiding her smile. "You can't tell anybody, do you hear?"
 
   As if to prove her trustworthiness she grabbed me by the shoulders and started jumping up and down. That wouldn't attract any attention.
 
   "This is wonderful!"
 
   "Before we get too far in the celebrating, I need to take the test first, Elaina."
 
   "But if you're here buying a test that must mean that you're pretty sure that you're pregnant!" I pulled her aside shushing her.
 
   "Elaina try to contain yourself."
 
   "Sorry. It's just so exciting. I understand you don't want people to know yet. What does Leo think? "
 
   I gulped.
 
   "Leo doesn't know, does he? "She asked.
 
   "Not yet. "
 
   "So when are you going to tell him?"
 
   I eeked out a whisper. "I'm just not sure that... That Leo is ready to have a child."
 
   "Of course he is. I don't see what the big deal is. You are married after all. Married people do have babies." Elaina thumped me on the back.
 
   Ruby Green walked up to us right as Elaina said the forbidden word "babies".
 
   "Hello there girls. Things are slow so I decided to pick up a case of shampoo. It's amazing how quickly we go through that stuff. What brings you here?"
 
   "Oh... I'm... picking up ingredients to make pumpkin squares for the middle school dance. I've been given the honor of making them this year. "
 
   Elaina pitched in. "They should be especially good. You are the Happy Hinter." 
 
   Ruby glanced down at the box in Elaina's hand. "Is there something you're not telling us Elaina?" Her face was an exact replica of the one Elaina had just a few minutes earlier.
 
   "Oh this." She said. "Ummmm ..... I like to have an extra one on hand... Just in case, you know. "
 
   "Really? Cause if I did know better I would think you were pregnant. Does Adam know about this? A baby from a district attorney and a policewoman might just turn out to be the next Governor of Texas, and we all know what that can lead to."
 
   "What a thought. Don't worry, no baby here. Betsy would you do me a favor and buy this for me? I wouldn't want to alarm Adam, and well, you are married." I was amazed at how she just turned it around.
 
   "I'd be glad to, Elaina. It's the least I can do for such a good friend."
 
   Ruby put her arm around Elaina's shoulders. "Elaina, if you have a problem you're among friends."
 
   "I'm fine," she said.
 
   "Sure you are." Ruby gave Elaina a little hug. "An unplanned pregnancy is never easy. Betsy here can tell you all about it." More than you know, I thought. I would thank Elaina later.
 
   "You are so wrong about this, Miss Ruby." Elaina pleaded.
 
   "Here, Betsy. You put that down." Ruby said. "I'll buy it for you, Elaina. I'm not worried about what people will think, an old broad like me." Ruby took the pregnancy test out of my hands and headed for the register. I wondered how many minutes it would take for the entire town to find out Elaina was pregnant.
 
   *****
 
   I made it back home in time for the boys' arrival from school. Zach came in the door sullen and grumpy and immediately went to his room. Tyler came skipping in about an hour later.
 
   "So are you ready for your big night tomorrow as the Harvest King?"
 
   "You bet. It's a tough job, but somebody's got to do it."
 
   "Has Zach said anything about the dance?"
 
   "Not to me."
 
   I made supper for the boys, and Leo called to tell me he was working.
 
   "That's fine. I have to make Phyllis Hamlin's precious pumpkin squares tonight anyway."
 
   "You have to bake? Wasn't there any other way you could help?"
 
   "Come on now it's not that bad. Phyllis emailed me the recipe, and it looks pretty simple. Now all I have to do is put everything together and pop it in the oven. I don't see what you're so concerned about."
 
   I heard the rumble of a male voice behind him. Tonight he was at his other job, and it was quite a relief not to hear Jeanette Burress giggling in his ear. What would he think if he knew about the pregnancy test I had tried to buy that day.
 
   After finishing dinner with the boys, I started working up the batches of pumpkin squares. By Phyllis's estimates I had to have enough pumpkin squares to feed 100 people. That worked out perfectly to four cookie sheets which fit neatly in my double ovens. I followed her directions exactly, and the batter came out nice and smooth and poured beautifully into my prepared pans. Feeling confident now, I thought this might be just the thing I needed to redeem myself and get rid of my terrible baking reputation. I was about to set the timer when someone knocked at my front door.
 
   "I'm so glad I found you at home." Elaina said. She had changed out of her police uniform and now stood at my front door in skinny jeans and a long brown sweater.
 
   "Come on in." Elaina stepped inside clutching her purse to her side.
 
   "You cannot believe what I've been through this afternoon." I was afraid of this.
 
   "What happened?"
 
   "The whole town thinks I'm pregnant."
 
   "Oh no. That's my fault."
 
   "You're damn right it is. I have gotten so many hugs today. Your dad even asked if I needed to have a talk. This couldn't get any worse."
 
   "Did you tell them that you weren't pregnant?"
 
   "I told them over and over again, but nobody would believe me." I knew she was right. The only way she could clear the air was to tell them that it was my pregnancy test. She had taken the baby bullet for me.
 
   "Oh Elaina, I am so sorry."
 
   "Yeah, you should've seen Adam's face."
 
   "What did he say?"
 
   "It was kind of interesting. He seemed sort of excited at first, and then when I told him that the pregnancy test wasn't even for me, he looked a little disappointed."
 
   "Did you tell him it was my pregnancy test?"
 
   "I know I promised I wouldn't tell anybody, but I had to tell him."
 
   "That's fine. I'm so sorry I put you in this situation to begin with. I promise that I will take the test and then announce it to the world."
 
   "That's good." She started searching in her bag to put her hands on the small cardboard box. Just as she was about to pull it out, my father came up the steps behind her. Elaina quickly jammed it back into her purse.
 
   "Well hello there Elaina. I didn't expect to find you here. I have to say I'm glad that you're confiding in Betsy. I know how you women like to stick together in times like these." My dad gave Elaina a fatherly nod.
 
   "I told you Judd, I'm not pregnant."
 
   "I know you what you told me. As a matter fact I think you can probably argue your case better than your boyfriend at this point. Still though, where there's smoke there's fire." Elaina let out a guttural growl and glared at me. She was waiting for me to straighten my father out, but I just wasn't ready to confess. When she saw that I was not going to explain to him about the test, she rolled her eyes back and turned to go.
 
   "Thanks for stopping by Elaina. You're a great friend and hang in there. This will all work itself out really soon."
 
   "Yeah, right." She walked on down the stairs zipping up her leather purse and my pregnancy test. So close, yet so far way.
 
   "She's temperamental already. Just wait until she gets into the last trimester. There will be no living with her."
 
   How would I ever make this up to Elaina?
 
   "Darlin', may I come in?"
 
   "Oh yes. I'm sorry."
 
   "I just wanted to share with you that I've continued to do some background checking on Edgar West."
 
   "Did his alibi check out?"
 
   "No it did not. Edgar West is not exactly the person he portrays himself to be."
 
   "I knew it."
 
   "Not so fast Betsy. Your instincts about Edgar were right, but he is not who killed Rocky."
 
   This was the first time my father had stated that someone had might have killed Rocky. It was painful to hear. He sighed deeply and continued. "Edgar West has a secret that he doesn't want anybody to know."
 
   "That he's really just running everybody's taxes through TurboTax?"
 
   "No, Edgar West has a gambling habit. He likes to play the ponies, bet on basketball  and is a regular over at the casinos on the Texas-Louisiana border. He's over there so much I'm surprised he doesn't have his own coffee mug in the employee lounge."
 
   "How did you figure all this out?"
 
   "It wasn't so hard for an old detective like me. I did a run of his finances and found most of his credit card charges were at the casinos. From there I just had to call up the casino to see if I could request some of their footage on the night of the fire. It didn't take me long to find him losing at a poker table. He might be able to do people's taxes in eight minutes, but he can lose $1000 in less time than that."
 
   "So, I guess that takes Edgar out of the picture."
 
   "It sure does. Now we start back at square one."
 
   "I do have somebody else on my radar right now. Have you ever thought about Phyllis Hamlin?"
 
   "Who?"
 
   "You know the head of the PTA at the boy's school. She was one of the people who was unhappy with Rocky right before the fire."
 
   "Okay. Why would you think she's capable of murder?"
 
   "I'm not sure yet, but when it comes to her son, she is pretty driven."
 
   "She is not the first pushy mama in Pecan Bayou."
 
   He was right maybe I was reading too much into it.
 
   "What is that smell? Is something burning?"
 
   "What smell?" I shrieked and turned to grab some potholders and pulled the pumpkin squares out of the oven.
 
   "I hope the fire department's rested up so they don't have to come put out your oven. You probably should have put them on alert before you started baking." The pumpkin squares were ruined. They looked like four large black smoky rectangles.  I felt tears starting to overtake me.
 
   "Oh now, Betsy don't cry. You just burned something. You can get all of the ingredients again and start over and keep burning them until you get it right." 
 
   That didn't help at all. More tears started to flow.
 
   "Dad, I had the last cans of pumpkin in Pecan Bayou until next week. I have to have these pumpkin squares at the dance tomorrow night. It's the only job Phyllis Hamlin gave me, and I screwed it up."
 
   "We'll go buy some then."
 
   "We can't. This is from a special recipe."
 
   "Then we'll call Maggie and see if she has any pumpkin."
 
   Zach stood on the edge of the kitchen. "What's the matter mom? Is it Mr. Rocky?"
 
   "No." I wailed. "I burnt the pumpkin squares."
 
   "Women!" Tyler yelled from the stairs.
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
 
    
 
    
 
   The next day I sat behind a counter that Stan put in front of me when I was filming my helpful hints segment at NUTV. Stan and the cameraman were across from me getting ready to record. They both looked into the camera, and then Stan stepped back and crossed his arms.
 
   "You look a little pale today, Betsy. Let's get you a touch of makeup." 
 
   "Jeanette can you bring some color here to Betsy?" Jeanette had been leaning against the wall on the other side of the of room talking to Leo.  
 
      She rolled her eyes and said, "Sure Stan, no problem."
 
    If only she meant it. Leo went back to Hal's workstation and began gathering up papers. We were supposed to go get lunch after this. I was just hoping he wouldn't want to include Jeanette.
 
   "Look forward." Jeanette said pounding my face with the felt-top cloth. I just hoped she was putting enough makeup on to cover the bruises she was making.
 
   "Thanks. I'm sure that will be fine." I said willing the beating to stop. She put the powder puff back in the compact case and snapped it closed.
 
   "Yes, that's better." Stan said.
 
   I began my loosely scripted advice on making turkey gravy without the lumps, "To get that velvety smooth gravy there are just a few things you need to do first..." 
 
   In the back of my mind I was thinking of how I imagined myself approaching my first Thanksgiving married to Leo.  I hadn't seen it this way. Zach was unhappy, Leo seemed to be distracted and I seemed to have the biggest surprise of all. It wasn't romantic or even ideal.
 
   When I was first married to Barry, he had been kind and attentive. When we dated it seemed like he couldn't leave me alone. There were daily phone calls, flowers, tickets to concerts and plays. It was wonderful. I had dated a few guys, but I never had anybody put the rush on the way Barry did. I should have realized he was too good to be true.
 
   When a man tells you everything you want to hear, I mean everything, something isn't right. I've learned from years in the helpful hint trenches there is no such thing as a miracle product and the same goes for members of the opposite sex. If you can't see a man's faults in the first month, then you are probably a victim of false advertising.
 
   Would Leo follow the same pattern as Barry and cool off if a baby arrived? He had always been there for me even when I found myself tripping over a body. Seriously, what kind of guy is understanding about his girlfriend's accidental involvements in homicide investigations? Talk about being perfect.
 
   Barry couldn't get over I had someone like Danny, a person with Down Syndrome in my family. It was just too much for him to handle, and the closer we were to delivery, the more distant he became.  Would it happen again? Would Leo go out one night to pick up cough drops and never come back?
 
   This time I could be left with Zach, Tyler and a new baby. I shivered. A baby?  Really?
 
   I needed to get that pregnancy test from Elaina or try to go out and buy another one. I had to start dealing with it. The sound of a giggle emanated from Jeanette. Leo had finished gathering his things and had been attempting to watch my taping. Stan turned around and put his fingers to his lips. Jeanette's mouth drew to a thin line, and she stopped laughing.  Even still, she couldn't hide her smile.
 
   *****
 
   We walked down to Benny's Barbecue from the television station. The place was filled with people in different states of recovery from the flu, kind of reminding me of the survivors in a zombie apocalypse.
 
   As we sat at the table Leo opened a menu. "I think I'll have the ribs."
 
   The thought of greasy ribs was not very appetizing. I wondered if I could order soda crackers and Seven-up.
 
   "Hopefully this will be my last day doing Hal's job. I almost want to visit him and make sure he's really sick."
 
   "You're not the only one. I'm ready for this whole thing to be over.  Between the flu and all that's going on with Zach, it's been difficult."
 
   "How do you think Zach is doing now?"
 
   "I'm not sure.  Sometimes he seems okay, but yesterday he came home from school in a bad mood again."
 
   "That's not good. I never would have thought the boy that would have the most trouble this year would be Zach."
 
   "It doesn't help that he's so small."
 
   "I guess not."
 
   "It was just the two of us for so many years.  Maybe I'll go over and pick him up early.  Just getting him out of that environment for a little while couldn't hurt."
 
   The bell on the door behind us jingled as Edgar West came in. He stood in line behind a couple of ladies waiting to order. He rocked back and forth on his heels with his hands in his pockets. He glanced over our way and smiled.
 
   "Is there something I should know?" Leo had noticed my staring at West.
 
   "Huh?"
 
   "That guy up there. You can't take your eyes off of him." Leo thought I had the hots for the Eight-Minute Tax Man. It was kind of hilarious especially in light of everything I suspected about Jeanette Burris.
 
   "No. You don't need to worry. He was one of the last people to see Rocky before he ..."  West now stood at the counter ordering.
 
   "He's one of your dad suspects?"
 
   "Rocky was doing some kind of investigation on him. He  thought he was cheating people out of their tax refunds." Edgar West was handed his receipt and turned toward us looking for a table.
 
   "And I think he knows you're on to him." Leo whispered.
 
   "Did you know there is a web cam set up on Main Street?"
 
   "There is? Pecan Bayou seems like the kind of place you go to hide out. I never expected to find big brother here."
 
   "Nope they've been watching your every move."
 
   "It's good I haven't done anything I'd regret the world seeing."
 
   "Mr. West there can thank his lucky stars for web cams. Even though he had an argument with Rocky, Dad proved he was losing money at a poker game in a casino."
 
   "A tax man who gambles? Not a good combination. Is he sure the camera footage is real?"
 
   "What do you mean?"
 
   "Is it at exactly the same time as the fire?"
 
   "Well, yeah. I think so."
 
   A few minutes later as Benny brought over Leo's plate of barbecue ribs with sauce dripping over the edges of the plate, I fought off a wave of nausea.
 
   "Say, Benny.  You wouldn't happen to have any cans of pumpkin back there in the kitchen would you?"
 
   "Nah.  We don't do much with pumpkin here.  We'll probably make some pies next week, but Celia hasn't bought anything for them yet."
 
   "Thanks. I'm supposed to have a batch of pumpkin squares at the dance tonight and I ...."
 
   "You have that job?  The famous pumpkin squares. They're legendary at the dance, you know."
 
   "And not a can of pumpkin in the whole town."
 
   "Wouldn't want to be you."  Benny said as he walked away. I picked at my salad and tried not to breathe through my nose. It wasn't working.
 
   As Leo continued to enjoy his ribs, Miss Caroline came in the door. She was carrying a cloth shopping bag. She looked over our way, and when she saw me, she raised her hand and waved. She held up the bag as if it might be for me.
 
   "I think that lady has something for you, Betsy. She seems to be coming over here."
 
   As Miss. Caroline drew near, I started to see what she was carrying. There were pink ruffled edges sticking out of the bag.  She was coming closer as I stood and held my hand up to stop her. My feet couldn't carry me fast enough to Benny's ladies room. This couldn't be happening. When I emerged a few minutes later Leo still sat at the table. Mercifully, the plate of greasy ribs had been removed.
 
   "I thought you told me you had worked through the flu. You must still be sick. Maybe we need to get you to the doctor."
 
   "I'm fine," I said.
 
   "And what was it with that old lady?"
 
   "Don't know."
 
   "She came over with a bag, but then after you ran off, she put the bag behind her and said she would talk to you another time. You're the one that's always chasing mysteries. I think you might have one there. Do you have any idea what that's all about?"
 
   "Nope. Not a bit."
 
   After Leo and I parted ways, I knew I couldn't wait another second. I ran down to the corner drugstore and went directly to the feminine products aisle to pick up a pregnancy test. It was zero hour and time to find out. I went up to the counter and slapped the pregnancy test down, paid my money and left. As I went out the door I could hear the clerk picking up the phone. "You'll never guess who I just sold a pregnancy test to..."
 
   If the Gazette had been up and running, I had no doubt Rocky would have had it in the morning edition. 
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
 
    
 
    
 
   With the pregnancy test in my purse I drove over to Nolan Ryan Middle School to pick Zach up early. Tyler would be coming home after basketball practice so this was a perfect opportunity for us to spend some time together. I stood at the counter that separated parents and students from two overburdened staff members who were both typing furiously into their computers. They looked to each other mentally juggling who would wait on me.
 
   Finally one woman put on a quick smile. "We'll be right with you." I filled my time by reading the daily announcements conveniently displayed next to the student check-out book. They were asking for volunteers to audition for a winter play, and the campus newspaper needed reporters. I wondered if Zach might be interested in either one of those opportunities.
 
   "Can I help you? Oh, you're the Harvest King's mother. He was just in here being fitted for his cape and crown."
 
   Nothing like reminding me that I was desperate for a batch of pumpkin squares tonight. "He's very excited. I'm also Zach Livingston's mother, and I just wanted you to give him a message that I'm here to pick him up a little early."
 
   "Sure. Let me just look him up and see what room he's in so I can let the teacher know over the intercom. She went back to her keyboard, and her fingers clicked on the keys. She then stepped over to a console against the wall and flipped a few switches.
 
   "Mrs. Lewis? Would you please tell Zachary Livingston that his mother will be picking him up early?" There was a din of young voices in the background. Could the teacher even hear the intercom?
 
   A voice yelled over the chaos. "Zach Livingston? He's not here today." 
 
    The lady behind the counter looked confused.
 
   "Did you know he's not in class?"
 
   "News to me."
 
   She went over to her computer and pecked at the keys again. "He's been reported as present in six classes today, and he was just marked absent in seventh period." She stopped for moment, considering what she would say next.
 
   "Mrs. Livingston, I don't want to overly concern you, but I've noticed your son spending time with another fellow who has been in his share of trouble around here."
 
   I pulled my phone out of my purse to call Leo, digging around the hidden pregnancy test.
 
   "Leo, did you know Zach isn't in school?
 
   "Zach? You can't be serious." He shifted the phone as he put his hand over the speaker. After a muffled exchange, he came back.
 
   "I'm sorry Betsy.  I'm just really busy here. Can you deal with this right now??"
 
   "I guess I'll have to."
 
   "Make sure your dad didn't get him before you start panicking." Why was the focus on my emotional state and not Zach?
 
   "I'll call my dad and Aunt Maggie. Maybe one of them checked him out. I really don't think they would ever do anything like that without telling me first." I slammed the phone closed. The secretary had a countenance that showed great understanding. This wasn't her first rodeo.
 
   "Is everything okay?"
 
   "Probably so." I reassured her. I headed down the hall feeling out of place. I called Maggie.
 
   "We didn't pick him up. Call Judd and then call me back, or better yet just come over."
 
   I speed-dialed my dad.
 
   "When was the last time you saw Zach?" My father asked.
 
   "This morning when I put him on the bus. He was here until sixth period."
 
   "Well that means that our boy must've skipped out for his last class."
 
   I felt a dark cloud descending upon me. 
 
   "Betsy, stay calm. I'll get the guys out looking for him." The tears were flowing freely now as my father spoke the words that I had so desperately wanted to hear my husband say a few minutes earlier.
 
   "Okay."
 
   I called Maggie back as I returned to my car.
 
   "You're sure that Zach didn't drop any hints about where he might be?"
 
   "No. I thought he was at school."
 
   I could hear Danny in the background. "Danny says to check the video game store. You know young men go through these things. There's not much you can do about it, but try to give him some space."
 
   Leo beeped in so I ended my call with Aunt Maggie. "Did you find him?"
 
   "Not yet. I was hoping you were calling to tell me some news."
 
   "Where's Tyler?" I couldn't believe he didn't have our sons' schedules tattooed on his brain. All Tyler ever talked about was basketball. How could he not know Tyler was in school and would be at practice until 5:30? Had he even been listening?
 
   "Where he should be. When school ends he'll be at practice, remember?"
 
   "Oh yeah. At least it's good to know one of our sons is in the right place." I wasn't sure I liked what he was implying.
 
   "Aren't you really trying to say that your son is in the right place and my son is not?" There was a pause.
 
   "No. Not at all. I'm as concerned about Zach as you are. I'm just so busy with work right now; I need you to take the reins on this. I was hoping you could understand that."
 
   "You know, I think I'm beginning to see things just a little bit differently."
 
   "What is that supposed to mean?" Before I started to answer, I began feeling incredibly tired and terrified for Zach. Where could he be?
 
   "I've got this." I snapped the phone closed. As I started to put it back in my purse, it rang in my hand. The number on the caller ID was Zach.
 
   "Mom?"
 
   "Zach? Where are you?"
 
   "I'm at the Pecan Bayou...uh... Courier. Mr. Wendell's office."
 
   "What are you doing there?"
 
   "I can explain. Could you come pick me up?"
 
   It amazed me that he had just put me through sheer hell, but still expected me to jump in the car and chauffeur him home. "I'm on my way." I sent off a text to Leo and hit the gas.
 
   *****
 
   Ten minutes later I found Zach sitting behind one of the desks at the Pecan Bayou Courier attaching a wire to a computer.
 
   "Hi Mom," he said it as if everything was just fine.
 
   Nicholas Wendell walked over and took me by the elbow, leading me back outside. "Betsy. So nice to see you."
 
   "How did my son end up here?" I asked.
 
   "It just all kind of happened if you know what I mean."
 
   "I wish I did."
 
   "Okay, so I saw him walking down the street with this tall kid. At the time I didn't know that it was your son. The other boy was smoking, and he tried to give a cigarette to Zach. Zach must have refused because then the kid pushed him up against the bricks of my building. I didn't know what to do so I made up a lie. I stepped out and told Zach I had been waiting for him to help me with my computers. It sounds dumb now, but it worked. The other kid hit the road."
 
   I think I was beginning to like this guy.
 
   "Here's the kicker." Wendell led me back into the Courier office. "Who knew a kid could actually finish helping me set up my local area network on my system? When he told me that you were his mother I made him call you."
 
   "Thank you so much. He's never done anything like this before, but things have changed for him. I just got married and he's been going through some tough times with having a new sibling."
 
   "That's rough. Hate to say it, but been there done that. My mother had three husbands by the time I was eighteen. I've had my share of new brothers and sisters."
 
   I hadn't seen this side of Nicholas Wendell before. 
 
   "I'm just so glad that he's here, and he's safe. I can't thank you enough. I stepped forward to shake his hand when my foot caught on a stray cord on the floor. Normally I was a pretty graceful person, but today for some reason my timing was off, and I tripped, landing in Nicholas Wendell's arms.
 
   "I'm so sorry. There are cords everywhere, Betsy. Are you okay?"
 
   "Yes, I am ..." the door facing the street opened, and Leo walked in. We quickly straightened up.
 
   Leo frowned, and then headed over to Zach.
 
   "Do you know what you put your mother through today?"
 
   "Leo is it?" Nicholas Wendell said. "Your son here was just helping me with my computers. It was really a lucky break on my part because I was getting pretty desperate. I hope you don't mind."
 
   "That's great, but he's still in some deep trouble. Zach, head on out to my car."
 
   Zach looked to me. "Mom, do I have to? I mean, seeing as I was being so helpful."
 
   I was thrilled Leo had dropped everything and shown up like a real father. "Zach, go with Leo."
 
   Leo nodded his head at me appreciatively. "I'll be right behind you in my car."
 
   Zach rose and shuffled out, dragging his feet.
 
   I turned back to Nicholas. "Thank you again for all that you've done."
 
   "No problem, and it's nice to meet you, Leo.  Betsy as long as I have you here there are a couple of things I needed to talk to you about." He looked over at Leo as if asking permission to keep his wife. "That is if you can spare a minute."
 
   I thought about all of the times Leo walked out on me in the last week because of pressing business matters. Leo grumbled something and put his arm around Zach's shoulder to escort him out the door. I had seen a nicer attitude when my father arrested him.
 
   "This won't take long. I promise." I called after him as he turned to leave.
 
   "I did a Google search and ran a background check on Edgar West. He's worked in other tax agencies. Here." He reached over to a desk and handed me several sheets of printed out pages. There were three or four pictures from tax service advertisements. West looked a little older each ad.
 
   "Take a look at this. I found a picture of him at the L'Auberge Casino in Lake Charles, Louisiana. Seems he won a jackpot there a few years ago."
 
   "Old news, Mr. Wendell. My dad already tracked that down about him."
 
   Nicholas looked amazed. "Really? I think I've underestimated you ... and your dad."
 
   "We even know where he was on the night of the fire."
 
   "Not getting his carpets cleaned?"
 
   "Nope. He was at a poker table in Louisiana."
 
   "Remind me to never take my taxes to him."
 
   There was something that was bugging me as I looked at the pictures.
 
   What was it?
 
   "Well, Sherlock have you solved the case?"
 
   "I hardly think I am qualified to do that."
 
   "Oh come on Betsy, you're too modest. You can't live in a town this small and not find out about the Happy Hinter and her helpful hints on homicide."  This guy really was a journalist. Five "H" words in one sentence.
 
   "I guess I've had my share of trouble if you want to put it that way."
 
   "Since arriving in this quaint little town, I've found out you're a news story just waiting to happen. When I finally do have enough money to have a full-time reporter I think I'll save time and post him outside your house."
 
   "Mind if I take these?"
 
   "Go ahead. Oh, and one more thing. If you are still interested in writing your Happy Hinter column for my paper, then I would be glad to have you on board."
 
   Who knew I could change the heart of such a big-city newsman?
 
   "I thought you were only covering hard news?"
 
   "I know.  After being here a little while though I can already see hard news in this town isn't quite the same as hard news in the big city.  I guess it's time to start checking out hog-calling contests and bake-offs."
 
   "Now you're talking, and thanks, I'll bring it into you."
 
   "Betsy?"
 
   "Yeah?"
 
   "Good luck with finding out what happened to Rocky." 
 
   Wow. It almost felt like he cared.
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT
 
    
 
   When I arrived home ten minutes Later Zach was sitting back from the kitchen table, his shoulders slumped. Leo was leaning up against the counter his arms crossed as the two of them seemed to be staring at each other.
 
   I dropped my bag on the front table. "Hope I didn't miss anything."
 
   "I just asked Zach here how he ended up at the newspaper office this afternoon. He didn't seem to be able to give me an answer."
 
   "Nicholas told me that Zach was walking with another kid from school. The kid looked really rough and he was smoking a cigarette. He wanted Zach to smoke too."
 
   "Zach is that true?"
 
   Zach turned his head toward Leo and nodded.
 
   "When he pushed Zach against the wall, Nicolas came out to help him. Isn't that right, Zach?"
 
   "Yeah."
 
   I pulled a chair up directly across from Zach so that I was facing him. "You made some pretty bad choices today Zach. You've never done anything like cutting class before."
 
   "So. What's it matter to you? It's my life."
 
   "Did you skip the class you were having trouble with?"
 
   "I don't know."
 
   "Surely you know what class you have seventh period."
 
   "You don't understand. You're so busy with Mr. Leo and your new kid Tyler. I hate you!" He ran out of the kitchen escaping to the stairs.
 
   "Young man, you get back here." Leo yelled as his cell phone interrupted him. Jerking it out of his pocket he answered. "What!"  I waited as he listened to the person on the other end and then inserted a much softer tone. "Okay, okay I can be there in about ten minutes. Don't worry it'll be fine."
 
   He turned to me. "I have to go down to the station. I shouldn't be more than an hour or two. The computers have gone down, and Jeanette is frantic. Stan had to leave for some equipment he's picking up in Dallas and can't be back until tomorrow. She's afraid she's not going to be able to get the cable feed going." It seemed like it was always something with Jeanette these days. That girl had more crises than the United Nations.
 
   "And you're the only one in this town she can call?"
 
   "Maybe I should bring Zach along now that he's the computer expert." He grabbed his keys off of the table and slammed out the front door nearly knocking over Tyler who was on his way in.
 
   He threw his backpack down in the hall and came into the kitchen. "The king has arrived!  What's up?"
 
   "Nothing." I answered his royal highness.
 
    Tyler was not blessed with the gift of timing.  I had four hours to come with something that resembled pumpkin squares. "I'll start dinner. You can tell me about basketball."
 
   "Cool. I'm starved." My husband had just left me in the middle of a crisis with my son. Instead of staying to deal with a tricky parenting situation he chose to a skate out the front door. Shades of Barry were striking one more time.  I grabbed my purse off the table.
 
    "I'll get right on it.  You pick out what you are wearing tonight."
 
   "I can't wear what I wore to school?"
 
   "Not when you're the king."   As Tyler went upstairs to find his royal garb I dashed into the bathroom and opened the little box that could change my life.  A few minutes later as I looked at the result on the pregnancy test, Tyler was waiting for me in the kitchen.
 
   "Betsy?  I have clothes for tonight.  I think they need ironing."
 
   I stuffed the test back into the box and hid it in the cupboard behind the toilet paper.
 
   "Be right there."
 
   *****
 
   Once I had ironed Tyler's clothes and made a quick supper, I prepared a plate for Zach as Tyler gulped down his chicken sandwich. I was starting up the stairs when I heard my dad at the front door.
 
   "Practicin' your waitressing in case you can't write your column anymore?"
 
   "Oh ... Hi Dad. I was just taking this up to Zach."
 
   "That must mean he's home safe. I'm surprised he's getting something a little more than bread and water."
 
   "I probably should be feeding him that, but I've always been too soft on the kid.  He called us from Nicholas Wendell's newspaper office.  I think Mr. Wendell helped him out when he was being bullied by the kid he was with."
 
   "Zach's in trouble?" Tyler asked between bites.
 
   "He cut school. Something I hope I never hear about you." Judd said.
 
   "Cool ... No sir. Not me. I'm the Harvest King."
 
   "I heard that. Congratulations. Does this mean you have a queen?"
 
   "I sure do." Tyler preened. He turned towards me. "Great dinner Bets." He left his plate on the table and headed for the den.
 
   "In all that's gone on today it's just good that we have our Zachary back home again. If he's hanging out with a hoodlum, then we need to find out what's going on. You need to calm down as well. He's starting to turn into a man, which means he's going to act before he thinks half the time."
 
   "I know Dad, but today when I couldn't find him, I guess I just felt myself going into a panic."
 
   "What parent doesn't? I think you handled it just right for a first time. I don't know much about this Wendell fellow, but if you really think about it, a newspaper office would be a place Zach would go to feel safe.
 
   "If we're thinking like that, why didn't he go to the police department where you were? He's spent just as much time there."
 
   "Yes, but you don't take the baddest kid in middle school to the cops, do you? Would you mind if I take Zach's food upstairs? I'd like to talk with him for a little bit."
 
   I was grateful. "Go right ahead ... thank you."
 
   "My pleasure."
 
   As he went upstairs I suddenly had a craving for a Pop Tart. It was a strange thing, but I just had to have a strawberry Pop Tart. I reached up into the cabinet and took down a box opened it up and started devouring a toaster pastry. My father entered just as I was wiping red filling off of my cheek.
 
   "That was fast." I muttered through the delicious strawberry goo.
 
   "He was sleeping."
 
   "Maybe he is still getting over the flu."
 
   "Hungry?" He asked. I reached over for another napkin.
 
   "Nothing like a Pop Tart."
 
   "I really came by tonight for a couple of reasons. I wanted to check on Zach, and I also wanted to tell you some things about the body that was discovered in the burned-out shell of the Gazette."
 
   I lost my appetite.  My dad was about to tell me officially that Rocky was dead.
 
   "It was really hard to identify the body, but by measuring some of the bones Art did determine that whoever we found...was a woman."
 
   I suddenly realized I'd been holding my breath.
 
   "You mean it wasn't Rocky?" I blurted out the remainder of my toaster pastry with crumbs taking flight.
 
   Judd scraped strawberry Pop Tart particles off his shirt.
 
   "Doesn't seem to be. But now, of course, that brings us to a couple more questions. Just who did we find in the fire, and where the hell is Rocky?"
 
   "Are they sure they only found the remains of one person? Could he have been somewhere else in the building and there was nothing left of him?"
 
   "Darlin' we scoured that scene from end to end."
 
   "So where is Rocky?"
 
   "Wouldn't I like to know. You don't think he's tried to contact you in any way?" I thought of the strange e-mails and the feeling of being stalked for the last week. Could that have been Rocky and if it was why was he stalking me? Rocky who had been known to be inconsiderate at times would not purposely put us through this kind of pain.
 
   The front door banged open, and Leo stumbled in. "Honey, I'm home." His tie was hanging loosely from his collar, and his shirt was flapping in the wind. I tried to ignore it. "Leo, Dad has some news about Rocky."
 
   "Rocky, really?" His words slurred, and his head seemed to be bobbing with each syllable. Could he have gotten this drunk in an hour and a half?
 
   "So what's the news on Judd, Rocky?" Realizing his mistake he made a little giggle and covered his mouth with his hand. "I mean what's the news on Rocky, Judd."
 
   My dad walked over and put his arm around Leo, guiding him to the kitchen table. "Why don't you just sit yourself down, son." Leo plunked down into the chair. "Have you been drinking?"
 
   "I just had one or maybe two beers." Leo reached over and slapped a hand on my dad's shoulder with a feigned seriousness. "What about Rocky?"
 
   "When did you get time to stop off at a bar?" I asked.
 
   "No bar. It was some party at the station." I hope to God that he meant it was a party for Hurricane Hal's return. That would be the best news I could hear and the one thing that would make me forgive him for coming home drunk.
 
   "A party for what?"
 
   "Jeanette had a party for Stan's birthday." With that he let out a big belch. The beer breath drifted over to me, and suddenly, the Pop Tart came back to call as I felt it rising in my stomach.
 
   "I thought Stan was out getting equipment."
 
   "He came back."
 
   "The body in the building was a woman." I said ready to quicken the pace of our conversation.
 
   "Noooo. Rocky was really a woman?" Leo hit his forehead with the heel of his hand. "Sheesh. You never know these days."
 
   "No." I said. "It wasn't Rocky. We don't know where he is."
 
   "Oh. That's a relief. You know, I always thought he was a man. Excuse me ... I think ... I'll retire now." He pulled himself up out of the chair and started pounding his feet up the stairs one by one.
 
   My father watched Leo trod along, and then his gaze slowly came back to me. I wondered what he was thinking.
 
   He ambled over and kissed me on the cheek. "None of my business, darlin', but I'm here if you need me." 
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE
 
    
 
    
 
   After wolfing down one more Pop Tart, I cleaned up what was left of the dinner. If that wasn't Rocky in the fire, then where was he?
 
    I went back to the computer and checked back through his files.  There was a file ending in .csv which meant it was his calendar.
 
   When I clicked on it Rocky's calendar for the month of October and part of November came up on the screen. On the afternoon of the fire he had an appointment with Nicholas Wendell. I wondered if Ruby had come up with anything on him.  If he didn't have a wife or a mother getting her hair done, Ruby's sources could be pretty limited.  It amazed me that Nicholas had met Rocky and lied about it.  He had lied to my face and done it well.
 
   My son had sought this man for refuge today.  Wendell could have been responsible for Rocky's death.
 
   After a few tries searching on Nicholas Wendell's name, I found him listed as a reporter at a paper in Baton Rouge, Louisiana. It looked like he had been employed there until about a month ago. What would bring him to a little town like Pecan Bayou, Texas? Seriously, what brings anybody to a little town in Texas?
 
   "Is that Mr. Wendell?" Zach said as he came up behind me and pointed to the picture of him on my computer.
 
   "Yes it is. He did such a nice thing for us today I decided I wanted to know a little bit more about him."
 
   "So you snooped on him on the Internet?"
 
   "I suppose I did. He is still a stranger."
 
   "If you want to talk to him you can just text him like I do." Zach pulled his phone out of his pocket.
 
   "You texted him? Why would you text a grown man?"
 
   "Oh I didn't text him. He texted me. I gave him my number in case he had any more trouble with his computer network. He wanted to know if Grandpa told me anything about Mr. Rocky's fire."
 
   "And what did you say?"
 
   "That I didn't know anything because I don't. I got sent to my room, remember?"
 
   "Hand me your phone."
 
   "Are you taking my phone away?"
 
   I typed in a message for Nicholas Wendell.
 
   This text is from Betsy. I am not comfortable with you texting my son. If you would like to ask a question about the investigation then ask me. I won't tell you anything, but don't go through my son again.
 
   I handed the phone back to Zach, and he quickly squirreled it away.
 
   "Mr. Wendell won't be texting you again. Have a seat. We need to get a few things straight."
 
   "No we don't."
 
   "Yes we do. I know things have been rough for you lately, but what happened today can't happen again, do you understand?"
 
   "I do. It won't. Skittles said he was going to cut class, and then Tyler came down the hall with all his new friends. Somebody said something, and  they all started laughing. I figured they were probably laughing at me, so I turned to Skittles and told him I'd cut too. The minute we started walking toward downtown, I knew it was a big mistake."
 
   "That's good to hear. Next time something like that happens ask Tyler. He'll tell you what they were talking about."
 
   "Then you don't know Tyler. He's different now than when he lived in Dallas. He's like the popular kid ... And I'm not.  I just don't have any friends."
 
   "What about Grace?"
 
   He thought about it a moment. I continued.  "She may seem weird to you, but she seems like a nice person to me.  Why not give her a chance."
 
   "I don't know, Mom.  Maybe."
 
   "Then that's a start.  You know, that no matter how much trouble you get into, and whatever changes we make in our lives, I'll still love you, right?  That part of us isn't ever going anywhere."
 
   I reached over and put my arm around him. I thought he would pull away, but he hugged me with a fierceness. "I'm sorry mom. I'm so sorry I made you worry." He gasped as the sobs overtook him.
 
   "I know you are, but it's okay now." I stroked the hair away from his forehead like I had done some many times when he was a small child. I had my boy back, and maybe now things would return to normal. As I listened to Leo stumble around in the next room, I wondered if I was kidding myself.
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER THIRTY
 
    
 
    
 
   An hour later, Tyler and I walked into the Harvest Dance with our arms full of every baked item we could get our hands on from the grocery store.  The tables were already covered in sparkling autumn colored table cloths with tasteful pumpkin and scarecrow centerpieces.  It was stunning, and I hated to plop a box of Tasteeo Cupcakes on top of it all.
 
   Phyllis, dressed in a mustard turtleneck with a maroon silk scarf tied around her neck approached. "What is this?"  Her face turned white, and then was replaced with a complimentary fall color of scarlet red.
 
   "Uh..." I stammered. "I had a little difficulty with the pumpkin squares, but you know kids.  They'll eat anything sweet, right?"
 
   I waited for her to reassure me, but she seemed to be at a loss for words.  
 
   "You want me to open up these boxes, Betsy?"  Tyler asked.
 
   "Yes, if you would.  I'm sure Mrs. Hamlin has lovely plates for us to put these on."
 
   Phyllis gritted her teeth and turned toward Tyler.  "There are some paper plates over there."
 
   She turned back to me and took hold of my arm squeezing tightly on my bicep with her tastefully manicured nails.
 
   "I specifically told you to make the pumpkin squares.  If I wanted a hodge podge of junk food I would have simply stopped down at the Circle K Convenience store."
 
   Another mother stepped by with her freshly groomed son in tow.  "Lovely tables Phyllis," she said with a little wave.
 
   "Thank you Shelley.  We work very hard to make it a wonderful experience for our children."  Somehow I knew she wasn't including me in that statement.
 
   "I tried to make the pumpkin squares, but we've had flu at our house, and ... I lost track of time, and they burnt."
 
   "Then why didn't you just make another batch?"
 
   "There's not a can of pumpkin left in the entire town."
 
   "Yes, there is.  I have four cans of pumpkin in my pantry.  All you had to do was call me."
 
   The principal walked by.  "Beautiful job, Mrs. Hamlin.  Don't know what we'd do without you."
 
   "Smile ladies."  Nicholas Wendell aimed a camera in our direction freezing the uncomfortable moment between us.  "Just wanted to get a picture of the two ladies who made all this possible."   I had the look of an animal caught in a trap, so that would be yet another lousy picture of me in the paper.
 
   "Thank you so much, Mr. Wendell.  I just knew touching base with you would assure our children adequate coverage in the newspaper."  Phyllis let go of me and gracefully attached herself to Nicholas.  
 
   "Let me show you where the king and queen will be so that you can get some shots of them."  As they walked off Tyler nudged me.  
 
   "You really got her going."  He turned to the table.  "What do you think?"  He had stacked up all of the treats in a tower making it look like a high calorie game of Jinga.
 
   "Very interesting, but I think Mrs. Hamlin would prefer no one take anything from the bottom."
 
   "That's the fun of it."  He insisted.
 
   "Why don't you go find your queen?  I'm sure she's waiting for you."  Tyler ran off as Elaina came up behind me.
 
   "So?  Did you get another test?"
 
   "Hi. Are you working the dance?"
 
   "I'm a volunteer who didn't volunteer."
 
   "My dad made you?"
 
   "You got it."
 
   "So?"
 
   "Oh, well, I finally did get the test taken and ..."
 
   "Betsy?"  Caroline Ogilvy glanced over at the treat table.  "Thank goodness those awful pumpkin squares aren't being served this year.  You could choke a horse on one of those things."
 
   "Really?"  
 
   "Oh, my dear.  They were atrocious.  One of the ladies made up that recipe a few years ago and for some reason they just kept making it."  She looked at the tower of cellophane wrapped goodies.
 
   "Interesting display."
 
   "Oh, I was just fixing that."  I started pulling little bags of white powdered donuts off the top.
 
   Elaina was still beside me.  "You didn't answer my question."
 
   "That's where you're wrong.  I couldn't answer your question.  Not in front of Miss Caroline."
 
   Nicholas Wendell walked over and picked up a Honey Bun.  "Yum. My favorite."
 
   This was an excellent time for me to ask him about his appointment with Rocky.  
 
   "Mine too. So you're already on the junior high dance circuit?"
 
   "Seems Mrs. Hamlin's husband is my landlord so here I am."
 
   "I wanted to ask you.  You said you'd never met Rocky?"
 
   "I always wanted to meet him.  Does that count?"
 
   "Why's that?"
 
   "The guy is a legend.  I read his articles in college.  He's covered everything big that ever happened in Texas."
 
   "And that's all?"
 
   "What else would there be?" He looked to Tyler and his queen now sitting in the throne chairs. "Have to go."
 
   Phyllis Hamlin came storming over still on the warpath.  I continued to rearrange the table trying to melt into the background.
 
   "Where is Mrs. Dunlap?  She was supposed to be bringing the sparkling cranberry punch. This couldn't go any worse."
 
   We all started looking for Mrs. Dunlap who if she was smart was sitting at home searching for a new identity online.  Phyllis reached over to me as I was busily lining up oatmeal cookies.  She squeezed my hand.
 
   "Stop that!" She ordered.
 
    I froze.
 
   "It's all your fault this night is in ruins."
 
   "I'm so sorry about the pumpkin squares."  Her grasp tightened.
 
   "An incredible blunder to be sure, and now you get to make it up to me."  She pulled me behind her across the empty junior high dance floor.  
 
   "Where are we going?"
 
   "To get some damn punch."
 
   We crossed the gym to the other side and went down the hall to an open closet.  Inside there were stacks of toilet paper, paper towels, copy paper and two very large jugs of red looking stuff.
 
   She lifted one and tossed it to me nearly knocking me over.  I grabbed the door behind for leverage and ended up pulling it closed and landing myself on the floor against it, the jug of juice at my feet.
 
   "God!  Can't you do anything right?  This is exactly what I've been talking about.  You are not royal stock.  You are the freakin' Happy Hinter for God's sake."
 
   She drew closer to me with her hand raised.  Her anger was incredible, and I wondered if when they tried her for my murder if it would be for one person ... or two.
 
   I flinched as she drew closer and began drawing my whole body up into a ball.
 
   "Move out of my way you idiot." She put her hand on the doorknob above me to open the door. It rattled in its frame but wouldn't budge. We were in the same closet Zach and Grace Galvez were trapped in earlier in the week?
 
   She shrieked filling the small space with her voice until I thought my eardrums would burst. "It's stuck. Great! Of course it is. What else would it be?" 
 
   "Let me try." I struggled up from the floor and tried the knob. Nothing.
 
   She screamed out again. "What did you think? I can't turn a doorknob?" 
 
   "Phyllis, settle down. We can call somebody on our cell phones. Do you have yours?"
 
   "No. It's in my purse under the table. How about you?"
 
   I sighed. "No."
 
   "Any other great ideas?"
 
   "Nope."
 
   Phyllis Hamlin walked to the other side of the supply closet and slid down the wall pulling her knees up to her chin. I banged on the door a few more times hoping that someone else would come down the hall looking for us or at least a glass of punch.
 
   "Don't bother. They can't hear us over the music."
 
   "I suppose you're right, but they'll come searching for us eventually."
 
   "Not until they crown the king and queen. We've got at least an hour."
 
   I also slid down, my back to the door. I figured I could at least hear if anyone came down the hall.
 
   "The bathrooms are on the other hall so there is no reason for anyone to come this way."
 
   "Unless they're looking for us. Maybe we could unscrew something from this side."
 
   "Ooh, the Happy Hinter in action." I knew she was making fun of me, but maybe she wasn't as desperate to get out of the closet as I was. The thought of being locked up away from the bathroom was looming heavily in the back of my mind. My focus on my own misery stopped short when Phyllis made a short sniff on the other side of the enclosure.
 
   "Are you alright?"
 
   She didn't answer, but put her head on her knees to hide her tears. "Damn. I could really use a cigarette right now."
 
   "Phyllis, don't cry. We're going to get out of here. They can't run that dance without you."
 
   She wailed.  "Oh yes they can." I scooted over next to her, putting my arm around her.
 
   "What? Are you kidding? You're the backbone of this place. You make Nolan Ryan Middle School a well-oiled machine." She broke into a new set of sobs and turned and cried into my shoulder.
 
   "It's not true. I'm a fraud." 
 
   "What do you mean? Of course you're not."
 
   "Yes I am. My husband's never home. I think he's having an affair."
 
   "You can't be sure of that. Maybe he's just working."
 
   "At two A.M.. at the Lucky U motel?"
 
   "Okay, you could be right."
 
   "And my son is a...a....C student." She said it as if he had leprosy. "He has a learning disability. No one in our family has ever had a learning disability." 
 
   "That's not a bad thing. He just learns differently. That's all."
 
   "No, that's not all. My daughter hasn't called me since she left for college and ... and... I found a gray hair last week." With the last statement she let out the cry of a banshee making me wish I could stuff one of the cleaning rags on the shelf into my ears. I tightened my grip on her as she finished releasing all of the pent up frustration she felt.
 
   "You know, none of us is perfect. I don't even think we should even try to be."
 
   "It's easier for you. No one expects you to be perfect. They're used to seeing you screw up."
 
   I know she was trying to be nice, but why did it seem to hurt so much?
 
   She continued. "Now you have that handsome weatherman husband, and you live in a beautiful house. I mean where the hell do you find a guy like that in Pecan Bayou?  Everything is wonderful for you."
 
   "No it's not."
 
   "Yes it is." She spit out.
 
   "Phyllis, you never know what's going on in any family's life." I felt my own waterworks coming on.
 
   "What do you have to cry about?" She asked her eyes wide.
 
   As if crying were as contagious as the flu, I blurted it out to the last person on the planet I wanted to tell.
 
   "I'm pregnant."
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE
 
    
 
    
 
   Twenty minutes later we had unscrewed the hinges from the door and pushed out of one side of it.
 
   "I'm going to have to start reading your column. Who knew you could knock those little hinges right out."
 
   "We were just lucky we were on the same side as the hinge." I started running down the hall towards the bathroom. "I'll be in there in just a minute."
 
   "No problem. Take your time." She was now lugging one of the giant jugs of concentrated juice. I wasn't sure, but she almost sounded like she was being nice to me. 
 
   When I entered the gym, Elaina walked up to me. "Where have you been? I was about to put an APB out on you."
 
   "Uh, I had to go to the bathroom."
 
   "All that time?"
 
   Phyllis walked next to us with a punch bowl full of rosy red liquid. It could almost be sparkling cranberry. "We all need our girl time, now don't we Betsy."
 
   Elaina, a trained observer stood with her mouth open.  "What is going on with her?"
 
   Nicholas Wendell motioned to me with his camera. "Betsy would you come up on stage so you can stand with your son for the pictures?"
 
   "Oh, they don't want a picture of me."
 
   "Don't be silly. You are part of the royal family. It is your honor and distinction." Phyllis said.
 
   Elaina punched me in the shoulder. "Do it for Tyler."
 
   We stood for the picture, and then Phyllis wheeled out a giant cake with a pumpkin on the top. I wondered what all the fuss about pumpkin squares was about when she had planned to wheel out this monstrosity. There were several candles scattered around the cake, and Phyllis started searching in her pockets.
 
   "Oh, darn. I seemed to have forgotten to bring matches. Not that we encourage any parents or children to smoke, but does anyone happen to have a light?"
 
   I was quite surprised when Nicholas Wendell offered up a lighter for the candle lighting. I was even more amazed when I realized it was Rocky's Zippo.
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO
 
    
 
    
 
   The next morning Leo and I sat at our kitchen table with a cold silence lingering between us. He reached over and took my hand into his.
 
   "Betsy I'm sorry. I just don't know what happened last night. You probably won't believe this, but I really did only have one beer. I hope you can forgive me."
 
   I remembered Barry's lies from all of those years ago. He was often sorry, too.
 
   "I want you to know that when I go over to the studio today I'll tell Stan this is the last day that I will do Hurricane Hal's broadcast."
 
   "You will?"
 
   "I promise. This is it. I was never meant to be an on-camera weatherman, and I won't be pushed into it."
 
   "It's just been so tough with the boys and you not being here."
 
   "I know. I really thought that things would become a little bit easier with us all under one roof. Two boys are a handful. I'm just glad we only each have one child. Just imagine if there was another one in the mix."
 
   I was stunned and tried to sound normal. "Yes, another child would be tough."
 
   I just had to hope he didn't notice the little shake in my voice.
 
   *****
 
   An a few hours later, after Leo rushed out to NUTV, I decided I needed a cup of coffee from Earls and hoped I would run into Mrs. Smith, Rocky's volunteer.  I wanted a cup of coffee that had extra whipped cream and plenty of chocolate. After that, I might just need a piece of that carrot cake he sold. A big piece.
 
   When Earl brought over the dark orange cake, I dove my fork into the one inch thick cream cheese icing.
 
   "You enjoy, there Betsy. That's my mama's recipe."
 
   I took a bite and felt it melt on the surface of my tongue sending sweet sensations to every taste bud.
 
   "Your mama is a saint." I said, barely taking time to swallow what was in my mouth. Earl beamed and returned to his counter with a little strut in his stride.
 
   Nicholas Wendell, a Houston Chronicle folded neatly under his arm walked to the counter not noticing me and my pile of carrot cake in the corner. I took another gigantic bite as Earl fixed his coffee.
 
   "Mr. Wendell," I said through the cake in my mouth, motioning from the corner.
 
   He gently placed the lid on his coffee and joined me in my booth.
 
   "I need to ask you a few questions."
 
   He reached over and flecked a crumb from my cheek. "Are you sure you have time? It looks like you're pretty busy with that cake."
 
   "Sorry." I took a napkin and finished the job. First, I can't thank you enough for what you did yesterday for Zach. I was also a little alarmed you were texting him last night.
 
   "Yeah. About that. I'm a little closer to Zach's generation than yours, and texting is no big deal. What can I say? I'm a reporter, and a source is a source."
 
   "If you say so." It was so comforting to know I had been relegated to the old people side of the generational split. "Last night I was going through Rocky's calendar and found your name on it the afternoon of the fire."
 
   Wendell took the paper out from under his arm and unfolded it, then he lined up the corners precisely to the edges of the table. "So, what if I was on his calendar. It doesn't mean that I showed up to the appointment."
 
   "Did you?"
 
   Wendell paused for a moment as if counting his poker chips. "Maybe."
 
   "What is that supposed to mean?"
 
   "Okay I'll admit it.  I did meet with Rocky. The meeting wasn't going well when it turned into a yelling match and he told me to get out. Then, of course, the Gazette caught fire, and Rocky was nowhere to be found."
 
   "What were you fighting about?"
 
   "I asked him if he wanted a partner in the newspaper. He just laughed. He said he'd been running the paper for fifty years, and he certainly didn't need some kid to come in and be his partner. What an idiot he was. I could've brought that paper into the this century."
 
   "You wanted to be Rocky's partner? Doesn't that seem a little presumptuous? At your last job you were just a reporter."
 
   "How did you know that?"
 
   "You can Google. I can Google."
 
   "What the Internet search probably didn't tell you was that I did many of the duties of the managing editor. Rehab's a bitch and I was the one they went too when our editor was strung out. Seems I have a gift for this. But, of course, I inherited it."
 
   "You inherited it? Who's your father?"
 
   "You don't know?" Wendell said. "I guess you weren't the only one. I assumed he knew, too. That's why I asked about going to into partnership. I mean look at me.  I didn't even know my father, and yet, I chose to go into the same profession?  What are the odds of that?  It's also why I came to this little town to start a paper."
 
   "I still don't follow." I said. Nicholas Wendell leaned back in the booth and started rocking out the rhythm of Earl's overhead canned music. It seemed extremely familiar, but I had heard it before with a squeaky chair.
 
   "Oh my God." I said. "You're Rocky's son."
 
   "You figured it out. Can't say the same for the old man."
 
   "Rocky didn't know?"
 
   "How could he? It wasn't like my mother was one of his wives. I'm not even sure if he would have remembered her."
 
   "Why didn't you tell him?"
 
   "I was going to tell him, but then he was such a horse's ass I was too angry to bring it up. He was saying this crazy stuff about how he was tired of people he barely knew always wanting to latch on to him. I was out the door before I knew it."
 
   "Is that when you stole his lighter?"
 
   He blushed. "Yes. I just wanted some kind of a memento. It was on the corner of his desk and I palmed it."
 
   "You're sure you're Rocky's son?"
 
   "Pretty sure. My mother told me she and Rocky went out just a few times. It took a lot for her to tell me. My mother didn't sleep around, but somehow she fell for Rocky. By the time she was sure she was pregnant, Rocky was married to somebody else. She didn't love him and didn't want to complicate his life. She moved us out of state to take a job. There was never enough money, and I had to put myself through college with part-time jobs and loans. I didn't even know who my father was until about a month ago."
 
   "So you confronted your long lost father who rejected you, and that night a fire broke out. Quite a coincidence."
 
   "Yes, but it's not what it seems. This is exactly why I kept it a secret. I'm now the prime suspect."
 
   "So where were you that night?"
 
   "Getting drunk down at Bubba's Beer and Bait."
 
   "Do you think anyone remembers you being there?"
 
   "If they looked under the table by the night crawler cooler they do."
 
   *****
 
   I knew I should have gone straight to my dad with what Nicholas Wendell had just shared with me, but I still felt like I might be missing something. I parked my car in front of Rocky's neighbor's home so no one would know I was entering his house without permission. Seeing no one else on the street, I hurried up the driveway. Wouldn't it be funny if he was in the house hiding out?  I had overheard him telling his cleaning ladies he had a plaster paperboy on the porch and to put the key in his little paper bag when they finished. I reached in hoping there wasn't a spider waiting for me. My finger connected with a key and I pulled it out before I was the victim of a brown recluse. I unlocked the door and peeked into Rocky's darkened home. I half expected a secret stash of Edward R. Murrow pictures all over the walls with lit candles under them.
 
   "Anybody home?"
 
    Not receiving an answer I stepped into the front room. I was hit with the smell of food that was going bad. The now familiar heaves were beginning to hit me so I held my nose and walked farther in. In his kitchen there was a partially eaten bowl of beef and broccoli from The Happy Table Chinese Restaurant. I picked up the plastic container and ran outside with it to the trash can. Upon lifting the metal lid I threw the broccoli plate onto a half-eaten box of chocolates that rested on a filthy looking teddy bear. Slamming down the lid I filled my lungs with fresh air. As I began my return to the house an old blue Toyota Corolla pulled up to the curb. Oh God, it was Miss Caroline.
 
   Miss Caroline came out of the car, and then pulled a small sack from the back seat. "Betsy! I'm so glad to finally find you. I was just toodling by, and I saw your car in front of Mr. Peterson's house. I knew you wouldn't be visiting him because he sleeps during the day. I figured you might be here at Rocky's place. It's as if I can't catch up with you. Isn't that silly?" She held up the bag. "I have something for you, dear."
 
   "For me?" I knew exactly what it was, and I wasn't having it. She would not let the world know I was pregnant before I even had a chance to tell my husband.
 
   "This is probably a bit premature, but I like to be the first in town to give a gift for a new baby. It's a Pecan Bayou tradition you know." She started to pull a tiny pink baby quilt out of her bag. Holy cow she not only predicted the pregnancy, but was predicting the sex? This woman needed a spot on reality TV or at least her own show on NUTV.
 
   "Look, I can tell you've put a lot of work into this beautiful baby quilt, but why did you think I was pregnant?"
 
   Miss Caroline smiled knowingly. "Oh, you don't even know yet?"
 
   "I didn't say that."
 
   She reached over and put the package into my arms. "I understand, dear. I really do. I remember that other nice husband you had and the unfortunate exit he took when you were pregnant. The swine."
 
   Great. I was so happy she was bringing this up.
 
   "Don't worry sweetheart, this one's a good one. It will all be fine. You look at me and think I'm a crazy old lady, but I have news for you. That weatherman of yours is a good man. He's not got a disloyal bone in his body."
 
   I stood there unable to speak. How did this little blue-haired woman know so much about me? She pursed her arthritic hands in front of her as they didn't quite fold over each other anymore. My voice grew hoarse.
 
   "Okay, I'll take the quilt, but that doesn't mean I'm admitting to anything. If it's a boy, I'm bringing you back your blanket."
 
   "It's not a boy." Miss Caroline brought her keys up to wave goodbye as she returned to her battered Toyota.
 
   "Yeah, right." I muttered as she drove away puttering down the street. I had finally been caught by Miss Caroline. I pulled out the pink ruffled quilt. Leo and I were going to have a baby. A child with Leo, the man I loved more than anything. I just hoped Miss Caroline had been right about him.
 
   I went back into Rocky's house, the smell now dissipating from the foul broccoli. His home was extremely neat for a bachelor. I sat Miss Caroline's bag down by the door and went into the living room. Rocky had been married at least twice and had a son and was still all alone. Instead of pictures of family he had beautiful black and white photographs of John F. Kennedy and a series of newspaper front pages from historic days.  One headline shouted "Nixon Resigns" while another showed Ronald Reagan getting shot. His laptop was placed neatly in the center of his desk. The room was fairly dark but glowed with the light of the computer screen when I lifted the lid.
 
   There was a thud in the hall. I shut the laptop without a sound. If someone was in the house they didn't need to find me in here. If it was my dad, he would be pretty curious why I was hiding from him in the dark. Footsteps padded down the hall into a bedroom. I heard drawers opening ,and then the door closed. Was this Rocky? Had he been in hiding all this time? I was just about to step out of my dark cave and say something when I heard the door reopen, and the footsteps going back down the hall. They were light against the carpet. It just didn't sound like Rocky's slow bow-legged gate. I held my breath as if the visitor could hear me through the walls. I finally released it when I heard the front door open and close again. A car was pulling out of the driveway. I ran to the window to get a look, but it was too late. Whoever was in the house, was already down the street.
 
   Had it been someone from the police department? Would they have seen my car in front of Mr. Peterson's house like Miss Caroline and make the same leap of logic? I suddenly had a great desire to be back home. My investigating had been useless other than ridding Rocky of the odor of disgusting days-old broccoli. Maybe I could come back again with someone else like my dad or Maggie. Right now, I just wanted to be out of there.
 
   I stepped outside and looked around. Whoever had been in the house didn't seem to be lurking on the porch. The sky was overcast as it often is in mid-November and the temperature was still pretty nippy. I walked to the car and stopped upon hearing distinct footsteps across the street from me. I picked up my pace and started running toward the car. I fumbled for my keys in my purse, and as I finally clicked on the unlock button on my key fob, I reached out for the door handle. If the person behind me came any closer I could either try to get into my car or start running.
 
   A man who looked somewhat familiar was now coming around the side of my car. He had a baseball cap pulled over his eyes and wore a buttoned up trench coat.
 
   "Betsy? I finally got you alone." 
 
   "Do I know you?"
 
   "A lot of people say that about me."
 
   "Hurricane Hal? Is that you?" I squinted to see under the brim of his cap. "I thought you had the flu."
 
   "Fit as a fiddle," he said. Now I was starting to get angry. My husband had spent the better part of the last week doing this man's job and right now, he looked way too healthy. Did he have any idea what his absence had done to my marriage?
 
   "I can see a storm a brewin' here Missy, but let me explain." He started to step closer to me placing his hand on my arm.
 
   "Don't come any closer." Hal obediently stepped back into the middle of the street. "I don't know what kind of game you're playing, but my husband has been busting his ass covering for you. He's been at that station every day for the last week."
 
   "And he's doing a real fine job, too. There's more to this than you think. Your husband is in ..." A dark sedan squealed around the corner and barreled toward us catapulting Hurricane Hal off his feet. It whizzed past me pinning me against my car. I tried to see a license plate, but could only catch a number 5 as a pile of leaves whooshed up behind it. I looked over at Hal who stared back at me unblinking. A deep dark spot seemed to be forming on his side. "Dangerous," he muttered. "In danger. Get away."   
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE
 
    
 
    
 
   Orley Ortiz loaded Hurricane Hal onto the portable stretcher. "Well, Miss Betsy, you got another one."
 
   "Orley." My dad scolded. "Betsy did you get a look at the car? Is there any chance this was an accident?"
 
   "No, it seems to me as if whoever was driving was aiming straight for Hal."
 
   "What the hell was he doing in the street?"
 
   "That was my fault." I said as I gulped back a cry. "I wouldn't let him come any closer to me."
 
   "Was he threatening you?"
 
   "Maybe. I just wasn't sure."
 
   Orley locked the back door of the ambulance. "Hurricane Hal is a legend around here. Everybody likes the guy. Why would you be threatened by him? That's like worrying if Santa's bipolar."
 
   "I know, I know. It's just that for the past week I've felt like ... somebody's been following me."
 
   "Hurricane Hal?" My dad's eyebrows went up making his glasses slip slightly down his nose.
 
   "It sounds crazy I know, but he wanted to tell me I was in danger. He was trying to warn me."
 
   Orley looked over at me and just shook his head in disbelief. "You being in danger is not anything new."
 
   "Thank you Orley." My father said. "Where's Leo in all of this?"
 
   I pulled out my phone and dialed him.
 
   "Betsy," Leo said without even bothering to say, "hello" on the phone. "Good timing. Tyler just called, and he'll need a ride home from practice. Can you run get him? We're a little short-handed here. Even though I told them this is my last day it's a blue norther. Pretty exciting stuff."
 
   "Now?"
 
   "Yes, I guess his regular ride has the flu."
 
   "I can't. You'll have to do it."
 
   "Why? Aren't you home with Zach?"
 
   "No, I'm on my way to the hospital."
 
   "Did your flu get worse?"
 
   "No, I'm with Hurricane Hal."
 
   "Boy, you really do want me to quit this job. How's he doing?"
 
   "He was hit by a car." I told him some of the details of the last hour.
 
   "Oh man, listen I'll just tell Stan to figure something out, and I'll call Aunt Maggie. Where's Zach?"
 
   "At home, I guess."
 
   "I'll see if she can pick him up too. Give me a little bit, and then I'll meet you at the hospital."
 
   I felt a surge of relief flood over my body. This finally felt like the old Leo.
 
   "Thanks."
 
   I heard female laughter in the background. She had to be standing right there.
 
   "See you soon." Leo hung up the phone.
 
   I turned back to my dad. "He's shifting the boys around, and then he's meeting us at the hospital. He needs to wrap a couple of things up at the station."
 
   "He's not coming straight to the hospital? What the hell? Too busy to come to his wife after she was nearly hit by a car?"
 
   That was it. The floodgates opened and I went into full sob mode as the tears started gushing out of me. "It's happening again, Dad. I've done it again. It's all my fault."
 
   He put his arm around me and walked me over to the hood of his cruiser. "What's your fault? You couldn't have known someone would hit Hal. This just makes no sense, Betsy."
 
   "Leo's going to leave me. I know he is."
 
   "Why would he do that? He loves you."
 
   "Because ... I'm pregnant. He's going to leave me just like Barry did. He's already not answering his phone."
 
   There was a pause between us as my dad processed all I had just dumped on him. He gulped, took a breath and then reached over and pushed a hair out of my tear stained face.
 
   "You're going to have a baby? Hot damn! That's wonderful news, darlin'." He gave me a bear hug which made me cry even more. "Give me that phone. I'm going to have a few words with Mr. Fitzpatrick. Better yet I'll drive over."
 
   He stepped back and started digging in his pocket for his keys. "Wait, Dad. He doesn't know yet."
 
   Judd Kelsey froze. "He doesn't know? As in you haven't told him yet?"
 
   "I just found out officially myself although Miss Caroline has been chasing me with a baby quilt for week."
 
   "Has she now?" He laughed.
 
   "Yes, and for an old lady she has some pretty good speed on her. I'm not sure when she turned in her orthopedic shoes for Nikes, but it can be pretty hard to get away from her when you need to."
 
   "Get in the car, let's go to the hospital, and then let's tell Leo."
 
   "Thanks, but I would rather drive my own car in case I have to pick up the boys later.  It's sweet you want to tell Leo about the baby, but don't you think I should do that on my own in private?"
 
   "Like you have so far? Come on Betsy, I want to see the expression on his face. As a matter of fact I think I'll have my cell phone out just so we can get it on video. I may have to open me up one of them Facebook pages."  
 
   "Before you start posting anything you should know there's more to this. I think Leo might be having an affair." 
 
   "Why would you think that?"
 
   "Because he's never home."
 
   "Darlin' he's been pulling two jobs. Of course he isn't home."
 
   "It's more than that. He spends all his time with the assistant at NUTV. I can always hear her behind him when I call. That is, when he's answered his phone. It's happening all over again..." I put both my hands on my head trying to stop the world from coming in on me.
 
    
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR
 
    
 
    
 
   "Hal has a cracked forehead, a broken arm, wrist, shoulder, and we're seeing internal bleeding. Is there someone we can call?"
 
   I had no idea. He only existed on the TV for me.
 
   "I think he has a brother in Plano." The nurse said. "Sometimes he talks about the weather there and mentions him."
 
   "Okay, I guess we can check with the station."
 
   "Speaking of the station, shouldn't Leo be here by now?" My father asked.
 
   Grace Galvez walked in with a bouquet of red roses with a little brown teddy bear attached to them. Hurricane Hal sat up and started trying to get out of the bed.
 
   "It's okay, Hal. These are just some flowers from a fan probably. You know we all love you."
 
   "Hi Mrs. Fitzpatrick.  I deliver the hospital gifts for my mom after school."
 
   "Part of being in a family business, I guess.  By the way, it was very sweet of you to bring Zach another little bear and those chocolates."
 
   Gracie's eyes widened.  I brought him a bear, but I didn't give him any chocolates."
 
   "Okay.  By the way, now I understand about that closet locking on you two."
 
   "Good, now explain it to my mother."
 
   Hal became more and more agitated as Grace set the flowers on the window ledge, propping the little bear to face him.
 
   "Would you like for me to take these out?" Maybe he was allergic. I carried them out into the hall and put them at the nurses' station. When I returned Hal had settled back into his drugged stupor.
 
   "All that fuss about flowers." My dad said.
 
   "Yes, men just don't know how to get flowers." I said.
 
   "We send the gifts most of the time. It's an unusual occurrence to receive something."
 
   It was true. Even Zach had been uncomfortable when he received his gifts from Grace.
 
   Heavy steps sounded in the hallway.  Edgar West stepped through the door.  
 
   "Is he okay?"
 
   "Mr. West?  I didn't know you were such a big fan of Hurricane Hal."  My father said.
 
   "Probably one of his biggest. I'm his brother."
 
   Something clicked for me.  That was what had seemed so familiar when I looked at his pictures.  He looked like someone I had watched on television for years.
 
   "You're his brother?  Funny you never mentioned that before."
 
   "You never asked.  Besides, old Hal here wasn't all that crazy about announcing to the world we were brothers.   I guess I've had a few problems along the way.  I was just lucky Hal helped set me up in my tax business."
 
   "Yes, and it's awfully convenient to the casinos on the border."
 
   "Uh, that too."  He agreed. 
 
   I looked at my watch. We had been at the hospital for an hour and a half and Leo still hadn't shown. I called him again to see what the delay was. I was quickly turned over to Leo's voicemail.
 
   "Hi this is Leo Fitzpatrick. Leave a message, and don't forget your umbrella."
 
   I clicked the phone closed. "I don't understand. He should have been here by now."
 
   I called Aunt Maggie to see if he had stopped there. "No, Betsy. We haven't seen him. He called earlier and Danny and I picked up the boys. He isn't with you?"
 
   My panic and my queasiness were now being replaced by cold hard anger. Where was he?
 
   "I'm going to find Leo."
 
   I started walking out with my keys in my hand.
 
   "Now hold on..."
 
   "What!"  I reared back.  "I've had just about enough of this. I'm going to NUTV."
 
   "I think you're overreacting, but I'd be the last one to get in the way of a pregnant woman on a mission. You be careful, and don't beat up my new son-in-law."
 
   I slammed into NUTV ten minutes later to find Stan taking out the trash.
 
   "Where's Leo?"
 
   "Leo? He left an hour ago. He's not with you?"
 
   "Does it look like it?" I paused a moment and then asked the question I hated to ask. "Was he with Jeanette?"
 
   Stan tilted his head back and thought as his eyes seemed to be searching the ceiling. "Uh, I don't think he was.  Wait ... wait... they did walk out at about the same time."
 
   "I see. Would you have her home address?" 
 
   Stan gazed at me in astonishment. "Yes, I guess so. Just a minute." He went into his office and came back out a few minutes later. "You know this is going to sound funny to you, but I don't actually have her address. I have her cell phone number."
 
   "How could you not have your employee's address?"
 
   "Oh, Jeanette doesn't actually work here. We're a bare bones station. This is public access. She's a volunteer.
 
   "You're kidding me. I thought she was your assistant. I mean, she does so much."
 
   "I know, but she told me she was doing an informal internship to gain some skills. I'm always glad to have free competent help."
 
   "Stan, that means you don't know anything about her."
 
   "What is she going to do? Broadcast mean things during the farm report? Honestly, she's been a godsend around here."
 
   "So why don't you know more about her?"
 
   "Um, I think she lives with her mother. She went to Texas Tech for a while and um ... she is a big fan of the station."
 
   "I didn't even know this station had a fan."
 
   He bristled. "Excuse me Betsy, but our very own weatherman Hurricane Hal received a box of chocolates and a cute little bear just last month. Tell me that isn't appreciation."
 
   "Chocolates? Hal got chocolates?" I pounded at my head with my palms. Why hadn't I seen this? "I just can't believe it."
 
   "I can do you better. We showed them on the evening news. I can pull it up for you. I remember it plainly because it was the weekend of Oktoberfest." He went over to the computer and pulled up the Oktoberfest broadcast. On the screen Hurricane Hal was holding up a cute little bear sitting on top of a box of chocolates wrapped in red foil.  He pulled a chocolate out of the box and popped it in his mouth.
 
   "Just delicious and thank you to my newest weather watcher."
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE
 
    
 
    
 
   "Dad, I need you to look up Jeanette Burris's address." I could hear the hospital intercom behind him through the phone.
 
   "Who?"
 
   "I think she has Leo. I think she might have something to do with Hal."
 
   "Now, Betsy.  You don't need to go that far.  I'm sure it's just a casual flirtation."
 
   "No, Dad.  I think she's been stalking Leo.  Leo, Hal and ... Rocky."
 
   "Let me call in to see if the station has anything."
 
   "You do that. Let me check one more place."
 
   I clicked off my call to my dad and dialed up the most reliable source of information in the town of Pecan Bayou.
 
   "Ruby? Do you know Jeanette Burris's address?"
 
   "That bottle blond from the TV station? Give me a minute." I heard Ruby rustling what sounded like index cards in the background. Her version of an internet search.
 
   "I knew it. She came in for a trim about a month ago. I have her address on her style card." She read it off to me and asked. "Why do you want to go visit that woman? I pride myself on female vibes, and that chick wasn't giving off anything good."
 
   "Exactly. I think she's got Leo."
 
   "Oh sweetheart, I'm so sorry to hear that."
 
   "I'm not totally sure, but there's a possibility that she's holding him against his will. She gets fixated on men in the public eye. I think she had a thing for Hurricane Hal, too."
 
   "Really?" she said in disbelief. "Now that's a stretch. He's got to be forty years older than she is."
 
   "It's not about his age; it's about his being on TV."
 
   "Like Leo."
 
   "Thanks, Ruby. I have to go."
 
   "No problem." The address she gave me was way on the end of Walnut Street in a seedy dead-end that backed up against the town dump. My headlights lit up her mint green house that was adorned with black shutters. The weeds grew up along the cracked concrete walkway. I couldn't help but notice a black sedan parked in the driveway with a unmistakable dent in the hood and a ragged crack in the right tail light.
 
   I started to knock on the glass screen front door and then switched to banging on it. "Jeanette! I know you're in there. It's Betsy Fitzpatrick. If you have Leo, let him go."
 
   I started to bang on the door once again when it opened abruptly, and I almost pounded her in the forehead with my fist.
 
   "Mrs. Livingston? I'm sorry, but Leo isn't here." I didn't miss the fact she didn't address me as Mrs. Fitzpatrick.
 
   "Then where is he?"
 
   "How should I know? Last I saw him was at the station about an hour ago. Maybe you should check there first before you go yelling at someone's front door."
 
   "Maybe I should come on in and take a look." I started to push her out of the way when she shoved me back landing me in the weeds around her front porch. A car pulled up on the street behind us. It was so dark I couldn't see who it was.  Had I stumbled into a gang of some sort?  I heard the familiar call of Miss Ruby.
 
   "You just better cool your jets, girlie. I got a can of Final Net, and I know how to use it." She was running up the walkway, bracelets jingling, red hair flying. A couple of the dryer heads I usually saw in her company at the Hair House were racing behind her. They all seemed to be sporting various hair styling sprays. I didn't feel too protected by the one who thought she could do in Jeanette with a can of mousse.
 
   "Miss Ruby?" I said as the front door of Jeanette Burris's house slammed shut. I struggled to climb out of the weeds and back to the front porch and started banging on the door again.
 
   "I'll call the police!" I heard Jeanette say through the door.
 
   "Don't bother; I think they're on the way already." I shouted back. "You may as well let us in if you don't have anything to hide."
 
   "Go to hell and get off my porch. Don't mess with me. You should know by now that Leo loves me, not you. He hates you. You spend all your time whining on the phone to him. He can't wait to be away from you."
 
   That hurt. Was it true? Did he want to be with her? The perfect blond from the station? What would he think of me as I gained weight with our child?
 
   "Oh shut up you hussy." Ruby called from behind me. A tiny light caught my eye. It was coming from a window near the side of the house. It came on again, then off.
 
   I ran to the glass pane that was the length of a door opening and started beating on it. "Hello? Leo is that you? Leo?" Through my screams I could hear a rapping on the window now. I started looking around for a rock when Miss Ruby handed me a moldy yard gnome.
 
   "Here Betsy, knock it in."
 
   I threw the gnome through the window and reached into the darkness. There was a person within my grasp who was bound tightly in duct tape. "Leo? Leo? I found you." I felt for the edge of a piece of tape placed over his mouth and tore if off, and then reached around his shoulders to start pulling him out.
 
   "I could kiss you right now." I said under my breath as I tugged at him.
 
   "I'm flattered, but I don't think that's a good idea darlin' seeing as you work for me." I froze. This was not Leo. I had my arms around the formerly deceased Rocky Whitson.
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX
 
    
 
    
 
   "Where's Leo?"
 
   "I'm not sure, but I think she might have him inside."
 
   "I have to go get him."
 
   "She's dangerous, Betsy. Wait for the police."
 
   "But Leo's in there." 
 
   Ruby reached over and touched my arm. "My dear, do you think this is such a good idea in your condition?"
 
   "I don't know what you're talking about."
 
   "Yes you do. Miss Caroline told me a week ago."
 
   "Me too." Said the mousse lady.
 
   A lady with a can of detangler nodded her head. Was I the last to know I was pregnant in this town?
 
   "Fine." I said.
 
   "We'll get Rocky out of this tape. You start calling out to Leo. Maybe he can hear you." Ruby said. The ladies started dragging Rocky across the weed-laden lawn, and I knelt down next to the window.
 
   "Leo? Leo? Can you hear me? I love you Leo. I'm sorry I ever doubted you. Can you hear me?" Suddenly a lamp went crashing through the remaining glass barely missing me.
 
   A voice yelled from the other side. "Shut up! You don't love him. You hate him. You are divorcing him. He loves me!"
 
   "Where is he?"
 
   "He's sleeping. Our passionate lovemaking wore him out. Something I'm sure you've never experienced with him. He loves me. He's done with you. We're going to leave Pecan Bayou and he'll be the weatherman on the television in the city. Everyone's going to love him, but he'll come home to me. Only me. He hates you."
 
   "Is he okay?"
 
   "I told you he's sleeping. Are you stupid, too?"
 
   "No, I'm not stupid. I just have some big news for him when he wakes up."
 
   "That you're filing for divorce? He already knows. I have an appointment for a lawyer for him on Monday. You can keep the boys. He'll be too busy for that now."
 
   "What about the baby?"
 
   "What baby?"
 
   "The baby Leo and I are going to have together."
 
   "You're not having a baby. You're too skinny. Nice try. He'd have to sleep with you to have a baby, and we all know that isn't happening."
 
   I realized there were red flashing lights on the house now. The police had finally arrived.
 
   "Betsy, ladies back away from the house, slowly." I heard my father say over his car speaker.
 
   "Ha! The cops are here to take you away. I'm going to file breaking and entering on you. I'll see you in court over this."
 
   "Jeanette Burris. Come out with your hands up." My father had scrambled out of his cruiser and now held a bullhorn. 
 
    Ruby grabbed it away from him before he realized what was happening. She screamed into the device. "Come out of there you crazy-ass floosy."  My father pulled it back out of her grasp.
 
   Jeanette cursed, and then there was movement in the house. I started walking around to the back of the house just as she ran out the door knocking me flat.
 
   "You bitch! I hate you!" She started pounding her fists into my head and then she let out a blood-curdling scream as she was lifted up away from me, her blond hair flying and legs kicking dangerously close to my side.
 
   I rolled away and crawled into the house.
 
   "Leo! Answer me, Leo?" I laid my hands on him in the dark on what felt like a couch. This time I felt around to make sure it was really him and not some other guy Jeanette had taped up. I ran to the kitchen and pulled a knife out of the drawer and returned to him.
 
   "I'm here Leo. It's going to be okay." I yanked the tape off of his mouth pulling him into consciousness.
 
   "Ouch ... Betsy? What are you doing?" I carefully sliced through the tape around his hands and started working on another layer around his ankles.
 
   "I'm getting you out of here.  Are you hurt?  Do we need to call an ambulance?"  After Jeanette had easily knocked me to the bushes, I was no longer underestimating her strength and what she could do to someone who couldn't fight back.
 
   Leo patted himself, looking for broken bones.  "I think I'm all in one piece."  He raised his hand to his forehead.  Man, I've got a headache. Jeanette gave me something and threw me in her trunk. I was trying to knock out the tail light, but then everything went black. Are you okay?"
 
   "Me? Yes, Leo, I'm fine. I'm so fine.  I'm just glad I found you.  I don't know what I would have done If I hadn't." I grabbed him and pulled him close to me his head resting against my heart. "I love you. I thought I'd lost you." I so wanted to tell him.  Seeing as we had both been through a potentially life or death situation, this was a pretty good time.  I tried to still my nervousness.  So much depended on his reaction.
 
   "Leo, I love you and now we're going to have..." A steady pattern of breathing came from Leo.  He had passed out again.
 
   *****
 
   It wasn't until Thanksgiving Day that we got everyone together. We decided to eat at Aunt Maggie's house even though I technically had the bigger kitchen this year.
 
   It seemed only right being squeezed into her dining room elbow to elbow with my dad, the boys, Leo and special guest Rocky. He surprised us all when he walked in with Nicholas Wendell.
 
   "Where's the turkey I bought y'all?" Rocky asked as Danny came in from the kitchen balancing a large cooked bird precariously on a silver platter.
 
   "Right here Mr. Rocky. It's a big one."
 
   "Had to be. How else do you thank a family for rescuing you from the clutches of a crazy woman?"
 
   "What will you do now that the Gazette is gone?" Aunt Maggie said as she instructed Danny to set the beautifully browned bird in the middle of the table.
 
   "Oh, now you know Maggie a little thing like a building isn't going to stop the news in Pecan Bayou. I'll go on. Sometimes life pushes you in a new direction you could have never planned on." He glanced over at Nicholas.
 
   "For I was lost, but now I'm found." Danny said, quoting the lyrics from Amazing Grace.
 
   "That's exactly right Danny and that's what I'm thankful for this year. I found someone I didn't even know existed. I would like for all of you to meet ... my son ... Nicholas."
 
   "Welcome Nicholas."
 
   "And Nicholas has agreed to help me reset up the Gazette. We're going to use his offices until we can get the building rebuilt."
 
   "That's wonderful." Judd said. "I couldn't imagine how boring my days would be without you to annoy me with that thing you call a paper." Rocky smirked.
 
   "Don't give me so damn much to report on, 'Barney Fife'." Rocky turned to me as I swiped at a tear. "Betsy, I know I make jokes about you finding bodies all the time, but this time I'm just glad it was me, and if you still want to kiss me, I'm open to the idea."
 
   Leo's eyebrows rose. "Something I should know about?"
 
   "No, I thought it was you I was pulling out of the house."
 
   "She offered to kiss me. It's not a lie. I was pretty happy to see her, that's for sure. Jeanette kept me captive there the whole time. If Betsy hadn't come banging on the door, I might have ended up like Eula Jean next door."
 
   "Jeanette left her in the Gazette building.  That's who we saw on the webcam video." I said.
 
   "Yes, she saw Jeanette dragging me inside and came over to see what was going on. Eula Jean filed for me."
 
   "I saw her kill Eula Jean.  She hit her over the head and then drove off with her. I had no idea about the fire, but I did remember hearing sirens."
 
   "She had a thing for men in the media."
 
   "I don't get it. She was beautiful. Jeanette could have had anyone she wanted. Why fixate on reporters and weathermen?"
 
   "Because, they were her ideal. She wanted someone who fit into the picture of her perfect man. She could turn on the TV or open up the newspaper every day, and there was this bright smiling handsome man. He never let her down. He always showed up on time. She wanted to be close to these guys so she volunteered."
 
   "Yes, I thought I had been touched by an angel when this beautiful, sexy woman showed up and wanted to work for free. I didn't know why, but I had done something right. She even gave me chocolates. It was amazing."
 
   "She sent them to Hurricane Hal, too." I said.
 
   "How is he doing?" Maggie asked Leo.
 
   "Oh, he's going to be alright, but he says he's going to retire and stay out of the limelight from now on. He never wants to encounter another fan like Jeanette."
 
   "And," Leo said. "I've given Stan a list of names from the weather bureau to replace him. I'm finished being an on-camera weatherman. It's too dangerous."
 
   "How did Hal know she was more than just an adoring fan?"
 
   My dad put a generous portion of stuffing on his plate. "I guess she showed up at Hal's house and he caught her putting something into his drink."
 
   "That's how she did it? That would explain why I had one sip of a drink at Stan's birthday party and found myself flying."
 
   "Yes, she thought you would drink it all, and that would put you out. Instead, you took a quick sip and tried to head for home. If you hadn't driven yourself home that night, she might have kidnapped you then."
 
   "Rocky, when you were taped up at her house, what did she do? That is if you are willing to tell us. I wonder because I'd like to know what would have happened to me." Leo asked.
 
   "I was drugged a lot. A couple of times I woke up, and she was just sitting there staring at me. Pretty bizarre stuff. She would bring me food from the diner and then tell me she loved me and that I would come to love her. She told me we would go away and start a paper. When I told her I wasn't having it, she would just tape me up and drug me again. I was just lucky I found that disconnected computer cord that lit up when put into a socket.  If Betsy hadn't seen it, I might have never been rescued. "
 
   "Did the mean lady give your black eye?" Danny asked.
 
   "I guess she must have hit me. Wish I knew when. My ex-wives usually liked to have me awake before they poured abuse on me."
 
   "We checked out her finances and she was living mostly off of a small savings account and some credit cards. She needed to start volunteering for pay if she was going to truly sweep you off your feet."
 
   "After what happened to Eula Jean, the minute I saw her drag Leo into the house I figured I was toast."  He turned to Leo.  "When she saw you on the television everything changed. She stopped planning a future with me and fixated on you. She called you that handsome weatherman with a shrew of a wife."
 
   "Okay, I didn't need to know about that part." I said.
 
   Leo reached over and putting his hand over mine.  I went on. "Nothing was going to keep me from finding Leo."
 
   "Including breaking into my house." Rocky said.
 
   Tyler nudged Zach who had been quietly texting during our conversation.
 
   "Who are you texting, Zach?  You're girlfriend?"
 
   Zach's face colored a deep pink.  "Why is it any of your business?"
 
   "Zach, you need to put the phone away."  Leo said.
 
   "Yes, sir."
 
   "And who would you be texting on Thanksgiving?"  I asked.
 
   Zach stuck his phone in his pocket.  "Grace."
 
   "As in Grace Galvez the weird girl?"
 
   "She's not weird.  She's … nice."
 
   "Oooh, Zach."  Tyler kidded.
 
   "Enough Tyler, leave your brother alone."  Leo grinned.
 
   Rocky  reached behind him for a gift bag. I was so happy to see him walk in with Nicholas I hadn't noticed he was carrying it. "I think you might have left this at my house, Betsy."
 
   I reached into the bag and pulled out the pink baby quilt. "Oh, thanks Rocky."
 
   "What's that?" Leo said.
 
   "I think that bag is the whole reason we need to refill the glasses, Maggie." My dad said. Aunt Maggie rushed into the kitchen and came back with a bottle of champagne and a smaller bottle of apple juice.
 
   Leo eyed the pink quilt, and then his confused glance shifted to me. I bit my bottom lip and smiled.
 
   "Guess what?" I said my voice cracking. "I went to the doctor, and it seems I don't have the flu after all."
 
   His eyes widened as I realized he thought I was trying to tell him I had some sort of serious medical issue.  I put my hand on his arm to steady him.  "We're going to have a baby, Leo." First a look of shock registered on his face, and then a grin played at the corner of his lips as the cork popped behind us.
 
   "We are?"
 
   "You are, son, and I do believe you're the last person in Pecan Bayou to find out.  I can't believe you've been able to keep the secret this long, Betsy."
 
   "I didn't know." Zach said.
 
   "Me either." Tyler said. "Congratulations Bets..."
 
   "Tyler." Leo corrected.
 
   "Sorry, Dad. Congratulations Mom."
 
   Leo reached out and touched my cheek. "You're sure? It's not the flu?"
 
   "I'm a perfectly healthy very pregnant woman." Leo reached over and pulled me into his arms. For the first time in weeks I felt warm again.
 
   "This is wonderful.  Are you okay?  I mean are you feeling okay?"
 
   "I'm getting through it."
 
   "That explains why you kept running out of the room all the time."
 
   "You're not upset? You said you didn't want to have any kids yet. The boys were more than enough."
 
   "Of course I'm not upset. How could I be? We're going to have a baby." He laughed. I reached up and felt Zach and Tyler behind us putting us in a group hug.
 
   "Let's see Betsy," Aunt Maggie said, "the way I figure it, that ought to put the baby due in September next year."  
 
   "That's right smack dab in the middle of hurricane season." Leo's head rocked back at the revelation.
 
   "Okay, but promise me if it's a boy, even though the quilt is pink, promise me if it's a boy we don't name him...Hurricane Hal."
 
   "It's a promise." I said as I reached over and kissed my husband. That's right, all mine and no bottle blond would ever have her hands on him.
 
   Like Rocky, life had just given us all a new path.
 
   


  
 

HELPFUL HINTS FROM THE HAPPY HINTER
 
    
 
   Miss Caroline's Cornbread Stuffing
 
   Cornbread Mix
 
   Pepperidge Farm Herb Dressing
 
   2 cups chicken broth
 
   1 cup finely chopped celery
 
   Salt and pepper
 
   Prepare a batch of cornbread according to the instructions on the box. Once cooled break cornbread into a large bowl and add an equal amount of herb dressing. Mix together. Add chicken broth and chopped celery. Add salt and pepper. Place in a prepared baking dish and bake at 350° until it reaches the desired moistness you prefer.
 
    
 
   Banana Split Pie
 
   2 graham cracker-crusts
 
   2 cups powdered sugar
 
   1 stick butter or margarine
 
   2 eggs
 
   1 can crushed pineapple 15 1/4 ounces
 
   5-6 bananas
 
   1 cup chopped nuts
 
   1 small jar maraschino cherries
 
   1 large container whipped topping
 
   Mix powdered sugar, softened butter and eggs with mixer for several minutes. Pour half of this mixture into each pie crust. Drain juice out of canned pineapple. Pour half of pineapple over mixture in the pie crusts. Pour half of the pecans over each pie. Spread whipped topping over each pie. Decorate the top of the pies with maraschino cherries and sprinkle nuts on top. Put into freezer until frozen. Let it thaw at room temperature before serving. This pie can be refrozen.
 
    
 
   Pumpkin Squares
 
   One box spice cake mix
 
   1 teaspoon cinnamon
 
   2 eggs separated
 
   1/2 cup sugar
 
   1/2 cup water
 
   2 cups pumpkin
 
   1-2 containers of whipped topping
 
   Mix all ingredients folding in be egg whites last. Bake in a 9 x 13" prepared pan for about 30 minutes at 350°. Top with whipped topping. Refrigerate for six hours before serving.
 
   Lump-Free Turkey Gravy 
 
   Mix 2 tablespoons of cornstarch with 1/4 cup cold water.  Bring your turkey drippings to a boil and then cut off the heat.  Once the bubbles are gone, stir in your corn starch mixture using a wire whisk.  Using a whisk is the most important part because it breaks down the potential lumps much more easily than a spoon.  If you are still having difficulties, put your cooled gravy in the blender and cross your fingers.
 
    
 
   Earl's Mama's Carrot Cake
 
   2 cups sugar
 
   1 1/4 cups canola oil
 
   2 1/2 to 3 cups grated carrots
 
   2 teaspoons cinnamon
 
   1 teaspoon soda
 
   1 cup chopped pecans
 
   4 eggs
 
   2 cups flour
 
   1/4 teaspoon salt
 
   2 teaspoons baking powder
 
   Mix together all ingredients. Pour into two prepared cake pans. Bake at 450° for 25 to 30 minutes. Let them cool and then slice each layer in two.
 
   Cream Cheese Icing
 
   1-8 ounce package cream cheese, softened
 
   One half stick of butter, softened
 
   2 teaspoons vanilla
 
   1 pound box confectioners' sugar
 
    
 
   Mix together cream cheese and butter and add the vanilla and confectioners' sugar. Frost all four layers.
 
    
 
    
 
   How to Get Dog Urine Out of the Carpet
 
   Pick up any items like pillows, rugs and towels and wash with detergent and baking soda.  Throw out anything that can't be washed.
 
   Use a hand held black light to spy out old urine stains that you may have missed, but your dog won't.
 
   Warning: If you haven't used anything on your carpet before, you might want to test an area that is not easily seen.
 
   When you get a fresh puddle of urine on your carpet try these suggestions:
 
   1.  Soak it up with paper towels before too much of  it descends into your carpet.
 
   2.  Clean the area with an enzymatic cleaner (Fizzion, Nature's Miracle, Simple Solution are some name brand enzymatic cleaners.  These can be found at grocery or pet stores.)
 
   3.  Sprinkle a little fresh water on the area.
 
   4.  Sprinkle baking soda on the area.
 
   5.  After it has dried, vacuum up baking soda.
 
    Shampooing carpets regularly can help lessen a dog's habitual accidents.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   How to Take the Hinges Off of a Door
 
   To take a door off by its hinges you will need a nail set or some other long cylindrical piece of metal and a hammer. Make sure your door is closed and then place the nail set at the bottom of the hinge and tap upwards with gentle movements. If it comes out partially and then sticks you can tap at the lip of the pen to remove it.
 
    
 
   How to Get Water Rings Off of a Table
 
   Place a smooth, lint-free cloth over the stain and then iron over the area for a few seconds.  Check under the cloth and repeat this process until the stain has disappeared
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Slow Cooker Chicken Noodle Soup From The Pecan Bayou Diner
 
   2 C chicken stock
 
   2 C vegetable stock
 
   4 boneless, skinless chicken breasts, cubed
 
   3 celery stalks, diced
 
   3 carrots, diced
 
   1 tsp dried marjoram
 
   1 bay leaf
 
   1/2 tsp dried thyme
 
   1/4 tsp crushed sage
 
   1/2 tsp Kosher salt
 
   1/4 tsp black pepper
 
   1 packet Goya chicken bouillon
 
   1/2 C frozen mixed vegetables
 
   1 C egg noodles
 
   Pour stock into slow cooker. Add chicken, seasonings, and vegetables. Cook on HIGH for 4 hours; add egg noodles and cook one additional hour on HIGH. Birdie's mother found this recipe at  The Self Taught Cook
 
    
 
    
 
   .
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   How to Avoid the Flu
 
   Wash your hands with soap and water frequently, especially after you have been around people who are sick.  Also if you touch something like a doorknob, computer mouse, shopping cart, even the handle of a toilet, make sure you wash your hands.
 
   Try not to touch your face.  This is a surefire way to transmit a cold or flu germ to yourself.
 
   Cover your sneezes and coughs and ask people around you to do the same.  
 
   Practice good health habits.  Get enough sleep and eat a healthy diet.
 
   Disinfect doorknobs, keyboards, handles and telephones.  Spray disinfectant spray on a soft cloth to clean commonly used items.  
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